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The Spaces of the Page

“...A person who is headstrong enough to open their
eyes and their heart to the full depth and weight of
the world is inviting in everything out there—both
evil and good, both dark and light, and the sheer
bravery of that openness enables them to gain
profound insight into the human condition. It also
fucks them up. It may even make them more prone
to stick their head in an oven than to engage in selfpromotional chitchat on Jay Leno.”
—Patricia Pearson

Intro

Creative nonfiction, often referred to as the fourth genre, uses literary styles and
techniques to create narratives from factual events. The genre is considered young in age,
although authors have used personal experiences in their work for years. Creative nonfiction
gives an author a voice in a text, and allows a small amount of distance from the topic. Narrative
developed using creative nonfiction can create an intimacy between the author and the reader.
They are held privy to the author’s experiences whether it be the death of a father as in Paul
Auster’s The Invention of Solitude, or a collection of short stories highlighting bi-culturalism, as
in Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories. Readers are drawn into the
author’s stories based on true events, like a talk over a cup of politely shared coffee, then sent
into the dark little corners they can admit only in the spaces of the page.
In speaking of the process of writing this memoir, I encountered many questions. “What
is creative nonfiction? So it’s a memoir? It’s not fiction, but still has some fiction, how does that
1

work? You’re still young. How much do you have to write about?” Each time I explained what I
was working on—a story about my childhood in El Paso with my grandmother, Ita—I received
puzzled looks. Explaining the genre alone was a challenge; explaining why I chose to write about
myself without sounding egotistical was another.
In truth, writing about the images which continue to linger in our minds, memories
which replay themselves like a video on repeat, beg to be put on the page. For me, writing this
memoir was a way to capture memories which continually surfaced, fragmented, in my other
writings. By writing these stories about my childhood with my grandmother, and later about her
death, I’ve created a world out of fragmented memories to share with readers, in hopes that
they’ll experience a small bit of the life of a woman who had an immeasurable influence on my
life. Finally, the stories in Por Un Amor also employ techniques seen in poetry, flash fiction, and
fiction to complement the narrative of this memoir.
Hemingway once wrote, “There is nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a
typewriter and bleed” (goodreads.com). Until I concentrated seriously on writing this memoir, I
don’t think I grasped what Hemingway might have meant. Writing about such an intimate topic,
such as family, takes distance and a lot of bravery, which I didn’t precisely understand until I
began to write to the heart of the topic. My thesis director Lex Williford asked when I began this
endeavor, “How long ago did your grandmother die? Because this thesis will take some distance
for you to write about.” I believed I had enough emotional and psychological distance to
accomplish this. Comprehending that we may never have enough distance between us and a past
we cared for is a hard lesson to learn in the midst of writing. The courage comes, I suppose, from
pushing forward, even sometimes blindly, until it hurts.
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Writing these stories was like bleeding through my fingertips, bleeding the words I was
afraid to say, and sharing feelings I didn’t know were still there until they appeared on the page.
In previous centuries, doctor’s treated the sick by bleeding them, thinking it would cure them. In
writing this memoir, a phantom doctor bled me, trying to save me by draining the words from
me, so that I might love without the fear of betrayal, so that I might miss those I’ve lost without
feeling the weight of guilt bending me until I am an unrecognizable figure, like my mom. I bled
Ita.
The nonfictionist doesn’t intend to take the information
and shape it into whatever she feels like shaping it into
or contriving a way to contort it to fit an agenda;
instead, the nonfictionist’s motive is always, at bottom,
a desire to understand the information with which she’s
confronted, to uncover its shape, to follow where it
leads her.
–Robert Root

The Fourth Genre
When I began writing about my grandmother, I began with one story “Cold Cream.” I
wrote this first short piece at the beginning of my admittance into the Bilingual Creative Writing
program at the University of Texas at El Paso. Short and written first for me, it was a way to
heal, but also shared in a scramble to submit something for a workshop. Robert Root, author of
The Nonfictionist’s Guide, writes, “The writer chooses nonfiction as a medium because of a
desire or a need or a drive to understand a portion of the world and to record and respond to that
understanding” (6). Looking at how this memoir began snapped the pieces of a “why” puzzle
into place. When I wrote “Cold Cream,” I wasn’t even aware of creative nonfiction as a genre;
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only while in the program and working with professors, did I learn about this seemingly new
genre and how my story fell into that space.
As I moved forward, my goal with the collection was to explore the genre itself. Creative
nonfiction, I learned, was hard to define because it encompasses several forms: memoir, personal
essays, and travel writing, investigative reporting, etc. Lee Gutkind defines it rather succinctly in
Keep it Real:
Although it sounds a bit affected and presumptuous, “creative nonfiction” precisely
describes what the form is all about. The word “creative” refers simply to use of literary
craft in presenting nonfiction—that is, factually accurate prose about real people and
events—in a compelling, vivid manner (12).
Memoirs such as, Ghostbread by Sonja Livingston and Nick Flynn’s Another Bullshit
Night in Suck City illustrate how even a memoir uses an experimental form using many of the
techniques used in fiction. These authors’ stories weren’t just being told to me as a friend would
tell a story to another but were shown to me by painting a picture through language. Being shown
images of a person’s life is like peeking behind the curtain in whatever form the author chooses.
For example, Flynn uses screenplay scenes in chapters and uses lists similar to Jamaica
Kincaid’s short story “Girl.” He also writes a fictitious interview with his father, a technique that
answered all the questions Flynn ever had about their relationship, widening my viewpoint of
what I could do with my own work.
Gutkind addresses this point: “[O]ne of the most obvious distinguishing factors between
traditional journalism and creative nonfiction—or simply between ordinary prose and good,
evocative writing—is the use of vignettes, episodes and other slices of reality” (21). Creative
4

nonfiction embraces all of these writing techniques, contributing to creative nonfiction’s
distinctive edge. A bias may sway how I feel about the genre, having worked on such an intimate
topic in this memoir, but in what other context is an author so obviously stripped down for the
world to see? Dinty W. Moore writes, The Truth of the Matter,
A subject becomes noteworthy… because the author takes close notice, and then finds a
way transmit his or her own fascination with the subject to the curious reader. Moreover,
a writer of creative nonfiction is not asked to be invisible (11).
In learning more about the genre, all nonfictionists seem to describe creative nonfiction
and its authors in the same manner. An author’s interest in a topic, her passion for it, drives her
to find a way to write about to share it with readers. Why did I pick creative nonfiction for this
piece? I stumbled across it by accident. I turned in the first piece, “Cold Cream” under pressure
to meet a deadline. Before that moment, the story and a few others rough journal entries had sat
in a folder on my computer. The response in the workshop moved me to write more, not just for
myself, but for others. My classmates and professors found the stories moving, and I realized that
perhaps the stories didn’t have a meaning only for me but also perhaps for a universal audience,
a part of a universal collective unconscious, discussed in the next section. Readers can relate to
the themes of death, grief, and love but how these events are dramatized about is the kicker. A
quote from Robert Frost says, “No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader. No surprise in the
writer, no surprise in the reader,” (goodreads.com) and I had plenty of tears to share; I simply
had to figure out the surprise.
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It is all very well to copy what one
sees, but it is far better to draw what
one now only sees in one's memory.
That is a transformation in which
imagination collaborates with
memory.
–Edgar Degas

Spaces Filled with Memory
Aristotle categorized poetics as three concepts, the means, the objects and the modes of
representation. Each category defines specific criteria which contributed to what Aristotle
considers an effective narrative. In tragedy, the genre which Aristotle describes as the most
effective form of narrative contains what’s considered vital to a successful piece: a cathartic
experience from the audience. Aristotle’s observation remains universal through time. To be part
of an audience which experiences something so profound as in a cathartic reaction is a great
measure of the strength of the writing. To experience and, I hope, to produce this response in my
own work, I had to delve deeply into my memory, for the stories, the details and my emotions to
make the texts work on their own and as a whole.
Root and Steinberg write, “The most pronounced common elements of creative
nonfiction are personal presence, self-discovery and self-exploration, veracity, flexibility of form,
and literary approaches to nonfiction” (xxiv). In other words, the author must be present in the
text. Although sometimes I found it physically difficult to write about myself in certain stories
“The Middle,” for example, which takes place at the viewing of my grandmother before she was
cremated, or “Concrete” which forced me to look at unwanted feelings and memories about my
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father—I had to attempt to do the stories justice, not only for myself—but also for perspective
readers.
As Brenda Miller and Suzanne Paola, authors of Tell it Slant, write,
Memory itself could be called its own bit of creative nonfiction. We continually—often
unconsciously—renovate our memories, shaping them into stories that bring coherence to
chaos. Memory has been called the ultimate “mythmaker,” continually seeking meaning
in the random and often unfathomable events in our lives (4).
This memoir began as a way of healing but soon it became an exploration of memory and its
unpredictability and unreliability. I’ve written about the idea of “bleeding Ita” and in reality I
suppose I should have said “bleeding memories.” To address Aristotle’s idea of a cathartic
experience, we must also address the “myths” or inaccuracies which will/may/have occurred in
this memoir. Do these inaccuracies cheapen the experience? I don’t believe so. Writing these
stories, I found the memories to be true: they happened to me the way I described them. Miller
and Paola write, “The memories that can have the most emotional impact for the writer are those
we don’t really understand, the images that rise up before us quite without our volition” (5).
Perhaps at a later time, I’ll come to understand these memories further as unintentional but
universally understood, myths, even fictions.
The “collective unconscious,” a theory developed by Carl Jung, a Swiss psychologist
who founded analytical psychology, describes the existence of an archetype—love, death,
grief—which happens because of an innate psychic nature of the human mind. The theory of the
collective unconscious describes a place in the mind where humankind files away experiences
that later they might become aware of, an invisible thread tying together the sum of human
7

experiences which link us all together. Each experience is then available for individuals to feel or
relate. In “Psychology and Literature,” Jung divides works of literature into two categories: one
psychological and the other visionary:
The psychological mode deals with materials drawn from the realm of human
consciousness—for instance lessons of life, with emotional shocks, the experience of
passion and the crisis of human destiny in general—all of which go to make up the
conscious life of man and his feeling life in particular. The material is physically
assimilated by the poet, raised from the commonplace to the level of poetic experience,
and given an expression which forces the reader to greater clarity and depth of human
insight by bringing fully into his consciousness what he ordinarily evades and overlooks
or sense with a feeling of discomfort. The poet’s work is an interpretation of illumination
of the contents of consciousness, of the ineluctable experiences of human life with its
eternally recurrent sorry and joy (150).
For the poet or writer Jung states,
The artist is not a person endowed with free will who seeks his own ends, but one who
allows art to realize purposes through him. As a human being he may have moods and a
will and personal aims, but as an artist he is “man” in a higher sense—he is “collective
man”—one who carries and shapes the unconscious, psychic life of mankind (160).
Writing creative nonfiction is a cathartic release for the author. The psychology of the stories, of
how the author feels about them, writes them, becomes apparent to both him and the reader.
Many times in writing this memoir and working with my thesis director, I felt as if I were in a
therapy session. Williford helped me to see the connections in the stories which many times I
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missed, such as the theme of grief in the memoir, not simply my own but also my grandmothers’.
He also assisted me in digging deeper to write the best story possible. To understand my own
story better and to discover the “collective (wom)man” in myself and my stories.
Piecing together stories and memories was difficult at times not only, because, they are
tied so intimately with emotion, but because at times the memories just weren’t there. Writing a
memoir without memories or with only fragments is difficult. Toni Morrison’s essay “Memory,
Creation, and Writing,” discusses gaps in memory: “Memory (the deliberate act of remembering)
is a form of willed creation. It is not an effort to find out the way it was—that is research. The
point is to dwell on the way it appeared and why it appeared in that particular way.” (213) Filling
in memories within the spaces of my page became partly research, as Morrison writes, partly
looking at old photos, interviewing my mother, and remaining family members and partly
listening to a cassette of my grandmother singing referenced in the first piece, “Like the Tapes,”
helped to jog my memory. But, in other pieces, “Concrete,” for example, I encountered a large
hurdle: there wasn’t anyone for me to talk about the memory of my father leaving me at the
hospital after I fell. My mother remembered only bits, and she couldn’t help me with filling the
part I needed, the day I’d spent with him. I had to rely on writing and the techniques I’d learned.
I pieced together memories of times spent with my father and wrote them as one day. To keep
the flow of the half written story, I relied on flashbacks and flash forwards, to fill storyline holes.
In “Concrete,” I had to give readers my father before I could take him away in the narrative, and
I gave the all the pieces I had and fit them into one story.
My memoir has the ability to remind readers of their own wounds and happiness by
unlocking the collective unconscious and allowing them to have a visceral reaction. As Moore
writes, “In the end you are the only person who can ensure the total accuracy in your writing.
9

Nonfiction depends on a pact between writer and reader, and no court of creative nonfiction
exists to enforce that pact. You must be your own vigilant judge” (15).

“When everything goes to hell, the
people who stand by you without
flinching—they are your family.”
― Jim Butcher

Tied to the Family
Writing about one’s life isn’t simply writing about oneself. Life and many of the
experiences which become worthy of writing do not typically happen alone. Dedicating myself
to working on this text was a hard decision, mostly because of my mother. During the death of
my grandmother Ita, my mother became another person to me. The veil of parenthood dropped
away, and I saw her as a fellow human being, no longer as a super woman. Perhaps I was lucky
to watch the veil drop later in life, but writing about it all created a hesitation in me; I wanted my
mother to read the stories I’d written without hurting her, the text—a mirror showing an exposed
reflection—that she couldn’t turn away from.
Gutkind writes about writing family,
[T]here are always conflicting loyalties at work when nonfiction writers sit down to write
about their families. No one can be completely objective about family; even the best of
writers can grapple with vengeance, pride, and deep-rooted insecurities when writing
about a relative (61).
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I certainly did grapple with narrative distance when writing this memoir. The question Williford
asked when I began this body of work, the distance I needed from my grandmother’s death, also
seemed to apply to my mother, who’s still very much alive. She was too close to me to add much
of my relationship with her in the later pieces of the memoir. How her character is written,
almost a static character, reveals how she still is in many ways since my grandmother’s death.
She still mourns the death with much of the same desperation written in the funeral home scene.
About narrative distance, Robert Root writes,
It’s like being in a theater. If you sit too far from the stage or screen, you can’t figure out
what’s going on; you miss nuances and gestures and expressions and keys to
interpretation. If you sit too close, you can’t take it all in; you are overwhelmed by
disproportionate attention to miniscule detail, lose all grasp of the big picture. Instead you
need an appropriate middle ground (123).
For now, I have a tenuous hold on the distance between me and my grandmother. I’m not sitting
as close as I am to my mother, but at times I felt still closer than the middle ground. Anaïs Nin
writes, “We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect” (goodreads.com).The
stories I chose to write were ones I felt needed to be told, and, thankfully, I had support from my
family—even from my mother—who hasn’t read them all. I’d like to believe its because my
family would also like to taste the experiences twice.
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A discontinuity of images, scenes, and
observations creates a dialogue in space and
time, asking the reader to close and open the
eyes, close and open the eyes, at each opening
discovering another component of a suggested
truth.
–Lee Gutkind

Forming the Space

When writing this memoir, I was influenced by authors I’d read who helped to
familiarize me with the genre. Nick Flynn and Sonja Livingston’s memoirs Another Bullshit
Night in Suck City and Ghostbread helped to illustrate the variety of genre techniques and forms
open to me. Because the genre was new to me, I assumed—naively so—that I had to adhere to a
set of particular narrative rules. Fortunately, other authors I read showed me that this
misapprehension was not the case, that creative nonfiction is a playful form which embraces
techniques from all genres.
The authors who have influenced my work in Por Un Amor most are Sandra Cisneros
and her book of stories, Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories, Louise Erdrich and her book
of stories, Love Medicine and Eleni Sikelianos’s memoir The Book of Jon. Reading each of these
authors inspired and fueled techniques used in my own work.
The first works in which I experimented with form and techniques were pieces of flash
fiction which I used to help divide the memoir into sections. Livingston’s Ghostbread uses
smaller pieces within her memoir not only to mark incidents but also to break and vary the length
of texts in the memoir, which contains 122 chapters. I attempted to use small pieces as seen in
“Like the Tapes, Dimming Lights, Planes of Her Face, and At The End” to mark significant
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events in my life. Each section introduces readers to the setting and time when the story scenes
occur, each with an appropriate title. These brief texts worked to break up the length of these
narrative essays.
It’s hard to pick which author has influenced the writing of this memoir most. Both Flynn
and Sikelianos experiment with story, story length and form in their memoirs. Sikelianos
separates each flash memoir into one section as I do in “Mom and Ita.” I used space breaks to
separate each tiny section of the whole. Sikelianos’ memoir contains a chapter entitled “A Few
Stories with Jon and Elayne, as told by Elayne” which numbers sections 1-5, each number a
different narrative of the narrator’s father Jon told by her mother Elayne. This technique
functions well in Sikelianos’ memoir because each number works as a piece of micro-memoir
and shows a flash of insight into the relationship between her mother and father, stories which
Sikelianos may have written weighing in more on the scale of fiction, since the first story takes
place before she is even born.
When writing my own work, I often confronted the question of my mother and
grandmother’s relationship. I didn’t know how to address it, except only with fragments of
memories, since the relationship between them was already tenuous when I was born. In reading
Sikelianos’ work, I decided to use the same micro-memoir form to create a small piece
illustrating the nature of their relationship. This technique allowed me to show Mom and Ita
without relying too heavily on imagination-based fictions to fill in stories I didn’t know, stories
which my family wouldn’t speak about. The small piece, “Mom and Ita,” comes full circle with
the final line, “She forgot only when it was convenient, that woman,” showing just how
dysfunctional their relationship was without over-writing my memory of it.
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Sikelianos’ poem, “Unfinished Poem that Keeps Trying to Write Itself as if Written by
Jon” inspired me to attempt my hand at poetry. A short story writer by nature, I find poetry
difficult, but I appreciated the beauty of it in Sikelianos work. The poem, as the title insinuates,
is incomplete and ends with an unfinished line, “Hey, caballero, come” (75). This poetic
technique gave me the courage to use a poem to put into words emotions I felt which weren’t
coming out in nonfiction form, tying together a theme of food in the memoir, mimicking the
messiness of soup boiling over in the narrative.
Flynn also experiments with different techniques and forms in his memoir, Another
Bullshit Night in Suck City. In some sections the chapters are written as letters, outlines for
possible future texts and/or stories, surveys, poems, and a screenplay. The topic of his memoir is
serious, a story of his life, based on the indirect way which he came to have a relationship with
his homeless father at a shelter where Flynn worked. The variety of forms Flynn uses deepen the
narrative and keep the reading light at times keep the reader from sinking into the gritty world of
suck city. I experimented with form in my own work to: breaking up the texts, for example using
a recipe when reviewing the list of texts already written. The theme of food seemed present in
several of the texts, “Tastes Like God, Things Which Float to the Top,” and “Seven,” and using a
recipe to tell a small story about a dish which gives me comfort and enables me to relive
memories helped organize the structure of the memoir. Whenever I am feeling a little lost, I
make the dish, sharing with readers the comfort it brings me.
Cisneros and Erdrich’s book of stories, Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories and
Love Medicine helped me to explore Mexican-American culture in my memoir. Por un Amor, a
memoir about love, grief, family and food is also about biculturalism. Growing up in El Paso,
leaving to live in Dallas and returning after nine years has allowed me to appreciate my
14

upbringing, and to appreciate the double nature of being bicultural. Cisneros’s book of short
stories has many similar characteristics to Livingston’s memoir Ghostbread, but I found the tone
and manner in which she uses code switching to be fascinating and decided to use similar code
switching in my own work.
Writing this memoir about my childhood would have missed something if the diversity in
which I was raised was not represented. The city of El Paso’s duality of language seen in stories
“Cuatro Copas, Sagrado Corazon,” and “La Trenza,” is not unique to me but commonplace. El
Paso’s culture is unique from any other cities because of its borders. It is a city of
English/Spanish code switching and I wanted to teaching this to readers. It was important for me
to show a story past the idea of first generation immigrants. My family has been in El Paso for
years—perhaps the borderline shifted and we just got lucky—but because we’ve lived here we
haven’t lost the Mexican culture. We are truly Mexican-Americans without the nostalgia for a
country we once called home. In a country of immigrants we begin to meld together and take and
leave Mexican culturalism: living in El Paso simply makes it easier not to lose them. By using
code switching and the regional Spanish dialect, my memoir depicts being in El Paso and being a
Mexican American from my perspective.
Erdrich enriches the idea of biculturalism for me by characterizing the lives of a small
group of Chippewa living on the Turtle Mountain Indian Reservation. Reading about a culture I
was not familiar with but noting the subtle differences in the voice, tone, and dialogue helped me
characterize my own culture in my work. To make the characters of my memoir as real as they
are/were in life, I had to dissect their quirks, speech patterns and mannerisms.
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Examples of speech occur in the use of mija, a term of endearment, short for mi hija or
mijo for mi hijo, commonly used in my family and in El Paso. Mija is not only used by family
but also by strangers and can be equated with “dear” in English. Writing about about my
grandmother Ita, I made sure I wrote dialogue that was true to the way she spoke in real life,
using “‘orita” for “ahorita,” right now, in Spanish. Native speakers might find errors in some of
the dialogue, for example the use of “una hamburger” instead of “una hamburguesa" or “p´arriba
y p´abajo” instead of “para adrriba y para abajo” in “Cuatro Copas,” but to build Ita’s character
in the memoir I felt it was necessary write her dialogue as she would have spoken it, giving a
voice to her character and speaking to the culture in El Paso as most people speak using a
mixture of languages.

Each of these authors aided me immeasurably in writing this memoir, demonstrating how
to use certain techniques I used for this work. In a sense, each author and his or her work
breathed life into my narrative.
“The most important things are the hardest to say. They are the things you get
ashamed of, because words diminish them -- words shrink things that seemed
limitless when they were in your head to no more than living size when they're
brought out. But it's more than that, isn't it? The most important things lie too
close to wherever your secret heart is buried, like landmarks to a treasure your
enemies would love to steal away. And you may make revelations that cost
you dearly only to have people look at you in a funny way, not understanding
what you've said at all, or why you thought it was so important that you
almost cried while you were saying it. That's the worst, I think. When the
secret stays locked within not for want of a teller but for want of an
understanding ear.”
― Stephen King
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Closing Spaces
Emotion is hard to write. The author must walk a fine line between sentimentality and
sentiment. I’ve learned this lesson more so than with any other piece of work I’ve written. In
“Planes of Her Face” and “Hiding Places,” I struggled with not just telling readers how I felt, but
showing it in a way which didn’t demand tears. Anton Chekhov writes, “Don't tell me the moon
is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass” (goodreads.com). Showing the shine of
love on someone’s face or the crumble of grief is a challenge I became aware of while writing.
I have trouble trying to explain why I’ve written this story in this way. Writing this
memoir for me was many times like vomiting words, images and abstractions. But polishing,
organizing, cutting and editing was as difficult as dressing a wound. As Hemingway writes, I did
it at a computer and bled. The drops lay in each written word.

17

I
“In memory, everything seems to happen to music.”
- Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie

Ita cooking in apartment on Ochoa St. early 70’s
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Like the Tapes
When I was seven, I made a tape of my grandma Ita singing. I recorded her with a silver
handheld rectangular 80’s cassette player I found in a box. My mom let me keep it, along with
the accessories, metal headphones and a small microphone, which I thought made me look like a
reporter. I carried the player everywhere by its metal handle and slept with it at night, playing
Javier Solis, my grandma’s favorite, or Michael Bolton, my mom’s. I made countless recordings
pretending to be a reporter, a radio DJ, singing La Bamba, or just of my family talking. I lost all
the cassettes over time, or recorded over them, except for one. I would’ve kept all the cassettes if
I’d known how important they’d become.
The surviving cassette is a recording I took at The Who’s, a downtown El Paso bar
nestled on Mesa and Paisano. This bar, like the other tapes, has been recorded over, and is now a
Pepto Bismal eyesore on the block, a check cashing place.
Ita and I sat at the center of the dark wood bar, a half-eaten burger and fries in front of
me. A chorus of ill-timed laughter, clinks and clanks from Tom Collins glasses and brown
Budweiser bottles all had me whipping my braid left and right as I turned my head. I shifted and
wiggled on my bar stool with all the noise, hearing bits and pieces of nothing I could make sense
of. My feet dangled like my untied shoe laces, unable to reach the foot rest.
I was ready with my tape recorder as a man, the músico, waded through the crowd with
his guitar in hand asking for requests. I knew he’d come and ask my grandma to sing with him.
He always did. Her friends only had to glance in her direction to convince her to sing. She
laughed her big-bellied laugh, slapping her hand on her black-polyester-clad thigh, and chose a
song. Her eyes glowed from tears that never fell, as she cleared her throat and began. My arm
shot out, mic in hand, to make my grandma’s first cassette tape. The background noise tapered to
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a murmur as she belted out one of my favorite songs, “Que mi negro tan malito que no quiere
volver me a ver.” I sat back as she winked and took the small gray mic from me. Later, I found
she’d changed the words to the song “Mi Negra” to negro for one of her husbands, Choco.
I stared, eyes wide, mouth ajar, as she glowed, the feeling vibrating through her voice,
and out to me, all of us, surrounding everyone with her heartaches, reminding them of their own.
Sometimes I cried when she sang, tears sliding down my cheeks. Someone had to shed the tears
stuck in her eyes. Tonight her friend Suzi wiped at her cheeks blinked her eyelids heavy from
fake black eyelashes over and over, as if she could brush away the feelings.
I sat, legs pulled in against my stomach, spine curved into the cushioned back of the bar
stool, listening, as she sang as if only for herself, alone.
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Cold Cream

The heat was penetrating, suffocating, a stifling dry desert heat. My grandma and I sat in
the living room watching the evening news with the screen door open to let the breeze in. We
would at least be sure there would always be a breeze in the desert. The stars were the backdrop
to the large rectangular square of screen that seemed like a portal to the outside. It was scary and
wonderful sitting there by the dim lamplight.
The news ending was our cue to get ready for bed. I put on my cotton nightgown and
sat, waiting as my grandma performed her nightly ritual. The house, built in a neighborhood
carved into the end of the Rocky Mountains, was so old the rooms didn't have light switches.
There was only a single light bulb, a beacon hanging in the middle of the room which kept us
safe from the dark.
I sat in bed, legs crossed ankles to buttocks, watching as she took off her make-up.
She used a pair of men's white underwear and cold cream. The underwear were old, threadbare,
with black smudges of mascara, eyeliner, and colored tinges from the many eye shadows she
wore. She wiped at her face and took off any trace of the day's eyeliner or eye shadow until her
face looked shiny and glistened, as if she used the old underwear to polish her face. I wondered
who they’d belonged to but never asked. I liked to imagine they’d belonged to Tony, my favorite
of her husbands.
I watched, while the Mexican station played fuzzily in the background. I looked out
the window and stared into the blackness. The windows’ heavy wooden frame seemed to be
another portal into the unknown and the only safe place was sitting here, watching my grandma.
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After removing her make-up, she sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed thick white
Nivea cream in a circular motion on her feet. She complained about the bunions she always
feared would appear from the countless high heels she owned but never did. The boleros came
on, as if on cue. Raw voices sang songs with more emotion than I could comprehend. She sat and
sometimes talked, but mostly she sang in a soft, rich voice that bewitched me. She sang head
tilted back, chin pointing up with a sad look in her shiny eyes. I wanted a glimpse of what was
going through her mind, and wanted to somehow fix it, but I knew whoever had put the look
there had come and gone long ago.
While she talked, she told me about the Bible, and how faith in God was what would
keep bad things away from us. I said my Hail Marys to her in English, and she said El Credo in
Spanish. After we were done, she put out the single beacon of light and we tried to go to sleep.
The buzz and breeze from the oscillating fan lulled me to sleep, as I lay in the dark, curling
towards my grandma.
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The Pink Shoes

For my grandma’s third fifty-fourth birthday, her ex-husband Gil took us out to celebrate.
My grandma and he had been separated as long as I could remember, but they’d remained
friends. In fact, my grandma remained friends with some of the other men she’d married. She
was a bright light that they couldn’t stay far away from, but like any other light, she sometimes
shined too brightly.
She took extra care getting ready that day and paired a beautiful pink angora sweater with
black pants and small black wedges. I wiggled around our bed as she got ready and skipped
down the stairs when we left the house. For the celebration, Gil was taking us to dinner at a wellknown seafood restaurant, Villa Del Mar, which my grandma loved. We drove down to the
Bridge of the Americas and parked her big Buick. We walked over to Juárez and met Gil in front
of the restaurant.
Gil was my grandma’s fifth husband legally, seventh really. At the time I hadn’t known
why they’d gotten a divorce. He stood waiting for us: wearing black pants, a black jacket with a
white button down, his black hair always combed into a pompadour, and wayfarer sunglasses.
My grandma waved as we got close, and he walked over to us with a big smile telling us he
wanted to take my grandma to the store next door first.
Downtown Juárez was unexpectedly urban: retail stores next to nice restaurants, dive
taquerías, and a bar that played mariachi music so loud you could hear it on the street. My
grandma didn’t want visit the store at first but gave in because he looked so happy, face all
smiles, and since the morning we’d been bouncy singing and wiggling to music playing from her
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old staticy radio while getting ready. As we walked over and caught our first glance of the
window, I realized why he wanted to take my grandma there. She was so busy talking she almost
didn’t notice, but when she saw them she let out a tiny gasp.
There they were: pink sling-back marabou heels, sitting on a metal display pedestal
waiting for her. Gil threw his head back, let out a big laugh, and clapped his hands together.
“¿Qué te dije, mamita?” What did I tell you, baby?
We walked in and walked out with the shoes in my grandma’s tiny size five. When we
got to the restaurant we laughed and Gil told jokes that had us laughing even louder. We started
with calamari appetizers and salads. Each time the waiter came back, Gil ordered a Dos XX.
When it was time for us to order our food, he insisted we order the most expensive things, like
the lobster, and I looked to my grandma to make sure it was okay. She ordered for me instead,
even though Gil protested gesturing with the beer in his hand. By the time our food came, I was
so caught up in the laughter I hadn’t realized my grandma wasn’t laughing as loudly. The next
time the waiter came by, Gil asked for another beer.
“¿Cálmate, no? Todavía es temprano,” she rolled her eyes towards me as I pretended not
to notice, staring at my pink shrimp. Slow down, don’t you think? It’s still early.
“Estoy bien. Estoy bien, mamita. ¡Es tu cumpleaños! ¡Debemos celebrar!” he said, still
ordering another. I’m fine. It’s your birthday! We should be celebrating!
His speech slurred and his voice had gotten too loud. People stared at us. My grandma
no longer ate her trout, and I only stared at the large shrimp cocktail in front of me, not eating it.
I put my hand on my grandma’s leg beneath the table, and she squeezed it tight then let go. The
bill came with the next beer even though we hadn’t asked for it, and Gil chugged it down as my
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grandma stood. We walked out, and my grandma clasped my hand while I held the bag with the
shoes.
“¿A donde vamos mamita?” he asked, throwing his arm around her waist. Where are we
going next?
“Ya nos vamos a la casa. Es tarde. Gracias por la comida y los zapatos,” she said, still
holding on to my hand. We’re going home. It’s late. Thank you for the dinner and the shoes.
“¿Cómo que la ‘casa’?” He pulled my grandma toward him and buried his face in her
neck. What do you mean‘home’?
She pulled away as he laughed. Her hand squeezed mine tighter, and I stood there not
knowing what to do and trying to understand what was happening.
“Cálmate tu pedo, eh!” She stepped farther away but he was still smiling, and I didn’t
understand why. Quit your shit!
“Andale, mamita,” the laughter had left his voice as he took in the way she stood a foot
away from him, holding on to my hand, glaring at him, the plastic handle on the bag of shoes
sweaty in my hand.
“Ya, se acabo, Gil.” She cut the air with her hand, and I stared at her hand as it stood stiff
in the air.
We turned and walked away as he stood on the dirty sidewalk. My grandma’s wedges
clicked loud and I had to take faster steps to keep up, the shoe bag bumping against my leg. I
turned once and saw him standing where we had left him. We turned the corner and walked
several more blocks.
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“Ita?” I asked out of breath.
She turned and looked at me as if just realizing I was with her. She looked down and saw
the hand she clasped turning red. She smoothed her hand against her pants and looked down. I
expected tears, but her eyes were dry. The look in them made me want to cry, and I felt the burn
in my throat knowing that I couldn’t. The hollow expression on her face, her eyes dry, her pink
lips pursed, as she looked down at me told me it wasn’t the first time Gil had gotten so drunk. I
didn’t understand why my grandma still tried to be his friend, or why he didn’t seem to
understand.
We were quiet on the drive home except for the murmur of the Mexican radio station
cracking. The sun was setting as we reached the house. That night, I watched Wheel of Fortune
with my head on my grandma’s lap. The new shoes sat next to the door where I’d set them, the
handle wrinkled and stretched. The light from the lamp shone on the two of us as she ran her
fingers through my hair.
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Customs

Mrs. Mahoney called the principal.
“I don’t know why she’s crying,” my grandma told the teacher, her English slightly
accented.
Mrs. Mahoney and Mr. Taylor stared down at me as I tried to disappear behind my
grandma’s leg. I hoped she’d stay, but she’d already begun to back away from my embrace. The
warm fleece fabric of her sweat pants pulled away from my clammy hands. Hot snot ran from
my nose, onto my lip, into my mouth, and mingled with the salty taste of tears. Mr. Taylor
looked down into my splotchy red face and asked, “Don’t you want to be with your friends?
Look, they’re all looking at you, and no one’s crying about coming to school.”
I looked back at the kids seated in my class and shook my head. The burn got hotter on
my cheeks, like when I stood too close to the stove helping my Ita cook. I looked down at my
scuffed pink Converse, away from Mr. Taylor’s white wrinkled face that smelled like an ashtray,
and toward the door he’d made my grandma walk out of. I didn’t care that the other kids weren’t
crying. All I knew was that I didn’t want to be away from my mom and my grandma.
I hiccupped as he stared at me, his blue eyes faking concern, his eyebrows crinkled in the
middle. I turned, silent, and shuffled toward my desk. I hiccupped puffs of air, my chest heaving
forward in small bursts, as I sat in the hard wooden desk cool against my hot skin. I hiccupped as
he talked to Mrs. Mahoney, who looked back at me, eyes crinkled in the corners, make-up
sinking into the deep creases of her eyes. I stared down, pretended not to listen as they talked
about me, and read over and over, the name “Jose” scratched on the right hand corner of my
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desk. I inhaled the waxy taste of crayons and pencils as the other kids stared at me, their faces
wrinkled, mouths open, the boys trying not to giggle.
My kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Worman, was warm and smelled like cinnamon. The
classroom walls were cluttered with brightly colored cutouts, posters telling us to read, and felt
green smiley faces with our names on them. These faces each held Legos that tracked our good
behavior for a prize at the end of the week. I’d always gotten a prize like a sheet of stickers.
I glanced at Mrs. Mahoney’s room still staring at the “Jose” on my desk. Only a few
green and yellow Lamar Longhorn posters, in our school colors, were tacked on the walls. The
bright florescent lights made all our brown faces look yellow, like at the doctor’s office.
Why couldn’t I just stay with Mrs. Worman? Mrs. Mahoney gave me hard, unblinking
glares that reminded me of my great-grandma Mama Lupe, but worse, because Mrs. Mahoney
didn’t wear glasses. She walked around the room and slammed her ruler on our desks if she
thought we weren’t paying attention. If she hits my desk she’s going to hit my hand, I thought. I
looked at a few of the other kids who’d been in Mrs. Worman’s class and wondered why they
liked this new teacher with a face like when I sneaked drinks from my grandma’s dark black
coffee.
I wiped the boogers that ran from my nose onto my arm, afraid to ask for a Kleenex. If I
made myself small after what I’d just done—cried so much she’d called the principal—maybe
I’d disappear. Small, be small, I thought as I imagined shrinking into myself, until I was a tiny
little that could roll away. But then I slurped, and the noise bounced off the empty walls, echoed
between the wall’s many empty spots, each slurp making me big like air being blown into a
balloon.
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Every morning the crying happened, until finally everyone had, had enough. My mom
came straight from work to talk to Mr. Taylor. It was 8:30 am. We sat in his office, across from
his oversized wooden desk, my mom in her navy Customs uniform, my legs sticking straight out
of his big green chairs like two brown matchsticks. I’d never been in his office before—only
really bad kids came to his office and although I didn’t feel like a bad kid—I never hit anyone or
anything like that—I still looked at only my mom or my shoes. Even though I did notice, his face
wasn’t as wrinkled when he spoke to her, and his eyes didn’t dart back and forth to the door, like
when he looked at me.
“Mrs. Ramirez, we don’t know what to do anymore. Has anything happened at home that
would explain the morning tears? We’ve had other children who didn’t want to come to school,
but after a week they liked coming.” His voice rumbled from deep in his chest, bounced off the
inside of him like a ball in a pinball machine before escaping out of his mouth.
“Well, Mr. Taylor, to be honest, she doesn’t like her teacher, Mrs. Mahoney. You know, I
work a lot, my mom brings her to school every day because of that, and I think it would help if,
she liked the class she was in. She needs to like where she’s going to feel comfortable, don’t you
think?”
He cleared his throat, swallowing a pinball.
“All our teachers are great Mrs. Ramirez. I don’t understand the issue, but if you think it
would help—”
“I do.” She smiled big, only it didn’t reach her eyes.
The words, hung heavy in the air. When my mom smiled like that, I knew she wasn’t
really smiling. The air around her stiffened, and even though I hadn’t done anything, I scooted
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farther back into my chair. He stared at her, blinking like a blue-eyed owl, through thick gold
frames. She stared back, unblinking.
“Is there a teacher you had in mind, Mrs. Ramirez?”
“Can I be in Karen’s class, Mom?” I asked, turning my face up at her, forgetting the
staticy air.
“Now, we can’t just move her into another class because she wants to be with one of her
friends, Mrs. Ramirez,” he said, his words rushing out in one garbled breath.
“I understand, Mr. Taylor, but I think all my daughter needs is something familiar, don’t
you think? You yourself said, ‘Most children would have adjusted by now.' Yasmin needs
something a little familiar. I don’t think that’s asking too much.”
My mom smiled. Again.
This time I looked at my shoes.
He shuffled some papers on his desk and cleared his throat. We stayed quiet, my mom
smiling at him, me looking at my shoes. I made a small steeple against the wood of his desk with
the tips of my white and black Oxfords.
Mr. Taylor stopped shuffling papers and inhaled like an air conditioner vibrating against
the wall.
“Mrs. Ramirez, I printed the class rosters for the first grade teachers and all the classes
are full Mrs. John’s class in the only one that isn’t. I believe that Yaz-mine will feel more
comfortable in that class. It’s not the one with her friend, you understand, because that class is
already full, but Mrs. John is a great teacher.”
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My mom shifted forward in her seat, small. When she started to get angry or annoyed it
radiated from her, like the electric heater we used in the bathroom when we took baths at my
Ita’s house.
“Mom, Mrs. John sounds fine.”
I reached out to put my hand on her lap but changed my mind and left my hand hanging
in the air.
“Are you sure?” she asked, her right eyebrow raised. She looked at me, her eyes asking,
Are you really sure? I’ll fight, mija.
“Yeah, mom,” I nodded with my eyes, too.
As she turned toward Mr. Taylor, I let my hand fall on the top of her blue thigh. The
material was thick and stiff, but the touch of her hand on mine was soft and warm.
From that day on, I was no longer is Mrs. Mahoney’s class. I walked into her classroom,
avoiding her gaze and the odd looks I received from the other kids, to get my pencil box and
emergency sweater kept in my cubby hole. My mom stood in the doorway waiting for me.
Walking to Mrs. John’s class, my mom asked, “Are you going to be okay, mija? After
this there can’t be anymore crying, okay? They aren’t going to keep changing you classes. You
have to come to school like all the other kids.”
The sole of her heavy work boots echoed and my oxfords squeaked every few steps in the
empty hallway. I stayed quiet and nodded, my braid bobbing against my back. At the doorway of
Mrs. John’s class now, I looked down at my shoes, then up at my mom’s face. Stray strands of
hair surrounded her head in a messy halo, her eyes red, her shoulders sagging a little. She’d just
finished a little less than a 12 am-8 am shift and had to go back for a 4 pm-12 am one. But she’d
still come to school with me.

31

“Ready?” she asked me, the corner of her mouth forced up into smile.
“Yeah, Mom.” I hugged her, the leather of her belt digging into the side of my head, and I
swallowed hard. My hands gripped her pants, but the stiff material slipped out of my hands. She
smoothed my hair back, and I knew I had to let go. She waited as I adjusted my backpack on my
shoulders.
“Do you want me to wait?”
“No, Mom, it’s okay.” It was time to go to school.
As I walked into the new class, I turned to see her standing there, in her navy blue
uniform, nightstick hanging from her hips along with handcuffs and back-up ammo. She’d left
her gun in the car. I didn’t know how to tell the people at school that I’d also cry before my mom
went to work and clung to her stiff uniform pants as she left. I cried when she walked away from
me, night stick swaying, so scared I said the same prayer over and over to Diosito: “Please don’t
let my mom die. Please don’t let her die.”

I watched the local news with my Ita when Estella Casas reported on Customs agents
who had a large drug bust. The news showed two officers holding football-sized Saran wrapped
bundles, when Ita said, “Ay, Diosito, que cuides a mi Gorda, que no le pase nada, y que nadie le
haya daño.” Oh God, take care of my Gorda, don’t let anyone hurt her. She rubbed her hands in a
circle like when her artritis hurt her. The two men on the TV had black leather belts like my
mom’s, silver revolvers, and the same night sticks, except they were bigger. They were men.
As I cried, teachers, Ita, and my mom asked what was wrong. I felt my mouth trying to
form the words, “Because you could die.” I never told anyone. If I did it might happen. The
words stayed anchored to the back of my throat like the bullets in her holster.
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I looked at the curious faces around me and thought, “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you
know that your mom could die too?” but instead I walked into the classroom and tried not to look
at the other kids’ faces. I focused on Mrs. John, her blue eyes bright and smiling at me, warm
like Mrs. Worman’s, and I swallowed.
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La Trenza

“Si alguien te pega ¿qué vas hacer?” Ita asked. If someone hits you, what are you going
to do?
“Hit them back,” I said.
“No empieces nada, pero no te dejes, ¿eh?” Don’t start anything, but don’t take anything
from anyone, okay?
“Ok, Ita.” I nodded looking up.
“Y vale más que ganes eh? Porque si no, cuando llegues a la casa te voy a poner otra
chinga.” And you better win, because if you don’t, when you get home I’m going to give you
another ass kicking.
Earlier that day at school Eric, had pulled my braid. He’d pulled so hard the bolita at the
top of my head had snapped. I came home, my hair disheveled and loose, a deflated bag
drooping to the base of my skull. In class I’d kept my face down, my braid pulled to the right
side of my face, so I wouldn’t have to see Eric, wouldn’t have to see anyone. Mrs. John, my
teacher, asked me what had happened when I came in from recess. I told her my bolita had
broken. I stared up into her crinkled blue eyes when she asked me again, but I told her the same
thing, and this time I looked down.
Every morning, Ita brushed and braided my hair. My hair was long, and it fell past my
waist, thick black wires pointing in every direction. She brushed my hair with a metal bristle
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brush, tiny metal soldiers standing at attention, ready for battle. She brushed and brushed until
every tangle was out, pulled my wiry black hair into a tight ponytail, smooth and perfect at the
crown of my head, then braided it into a thick three -strand rope. Sometimes my eyes watered
from my hair being pulled, so tight I felt Chinese, my eyelids pulled at an angle from my
temples; I braced against the pulls, holding my head stiff, to make the process easier. I knew she
wouldn’t be happy when I got home with my hair free, unraveled, with only the last bit of it still
braided.

There I was, braid repaired, in front of Ita on the couch, nodding, my eyes wide, while
Estela Casas from the 6 o’clock news spoke loudly to the background. I stood to the side of Ita
while she sat on the edge of the worn brown paisley couch. We’d moved the coffee table out of
the way for more room. The gold cross she always wore lay shiny on her chest moving as it rose
and fell with her breath. She wasn’t saying anything, so I stared at her face, waiting. Ita stared
back, her brown eyes unwavering, unsmiling, her arched brows squished to the center, so I tried
to squish my eyebrows, and my lips, too.
Without saying anything she held her hands out, pink palms facing me, braced in front of
her chest. I stood ready, left foot in front, right foot back like she’d told me.
“No, mira, Prieta” No, look.
Ita stood and showed me how to place my feet, “Porque así—” Because like that—She
reached over, shoved me, and I lost my balance.
“Tienes que plantarte bien para que no te tumben.” Plant your feet so they don’t knock
you over.
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I put my feet back but this time bent my knees like hers. She tried to shove me again, but
this time I stayed put.
“¡Eso!” Like that!
She smiled and sat back down on the couch. Sitting down on the edge of the sofa; I was
her height. I focused on her flowered tank top and blue polyester shorts.
“A ver, las manos como le enseñé.” Okay your hands the way I showed you.
She made two fists, her fingers curled into her palm, her thumb wrapped around her bent
fingers. The green center vein on her right hand bubbled when she clenched her fist into a tight
knot. A nurse le reventó la vena, had popped her vein, trying to put an IV in, and it had been that
way ever since. I wanted to push on the bubble but instead imitated her and made my hands into
fists, too.
“Amacice bien el puño para que no se quiebre la mano.” Make your fist tight so you
don’t break your hand. She showed me with her hand, “Mire.”
I nodded again and clenched my nails digging into my clammy palm, but I didn’t want to
break my hand so I squished it tighter. I looked at her face, soft, but young unlike the other
grandmas at school who looked like pasitas, raisins. The skin around her eyes crinkled, accenting
the frown in her eyes, as she showed me. She didn’t have any eye make-up on; we were staying
home today, and her skin glistened from the cream she’d used. She looked at my hands and
nodded. I made the fist well, and I wondered if when I hit someone, my nails would hurt my
palm. I wanted to ask but didn’t. She went back opening both hands on either side of her face.
“Ora si, pégale.” Okay, hit.
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I stayed still, clenched my fists to either side of my chin the way she showed me, staring
at her.
“¡Pégale! pégale!”
She nodded, encouraging me to punch at her hands, but I just kept staring at her face. She
waited again, but she kept nodding her head, as if saying, “Andalé! Andalé!” her eyebrows
raised.
“Mira, Prieta así.” Look like this. She flattened my hands and put them to either side of
me, and she punched, tapping at each hand. I blinked each time, worried she might hit my face
on accident.
“No cierres los ojos.” Don’t close your eyes. “¿Quieres que te den un chingazo en la
cara?” Do you want someone to fuck your face up?
I shook my head, my braid swinging against my back. I didn’t want any chingazos in my
face. She went back to her position, her hands open on each side of her face. I was ready this
time. I had to punch my grandma’s hands, and not close my eyes, and keep my hands in good
fists, and my knees bent so I wouldn’t lose my balance. I stared at her hands and let my left hand
pop out. The slap of my hand against hers was loud and my eyes opened wide. It hadn’t hurt.
And I hadn’t missed. When she saw my face, she laughed making her whole body shake. My
eyes open even wider my tight eyelids no longer possible. She slapped her thigh and laughed
even harder, and I laughed too. We laughed till we couldn’t laugh anymore, and when we were
done, we both had tears in our eyes.
We wiped at them, tried to keep our faces straight and went back to punching. This time I
learned how to jab and cross, aiming my punches at different hands, right, right, left, I thought,
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left, left, right. She showed me where to hit someone so it would hurt the most: the nose. She
showed me how to move out of the way if someone punched me back. As I saw her small fist
coming at me, I closed my eyes again.
“No, no, Prieta. ¿Qué le dije de cerrar los ojos?” What did I tell you about closing your
eyes? she asked me, eyebrows squished in the middle again. “¿Mire, quiere que le pase esto?”
Do you want this to happen to you?
She leaned forward to show me a small scar on her forehead. I’d noticed it before, but it
was so faint I never thought much of it.
“How’d you get that, Ita?”
“El cabron del Gil me dio un cabezazo. Estábamos averiguando y me abrió la frente.”
Gil, had head-butted her when they were arguing and had busted open her forehead.
I looked at her face, and wondered why anyone, even her ex-husband Gil would want to
open my Ita’s forehead. He always gave me Chiclets and quarters for the candy machine
whenever we saw him.
“Gracias a Dios que se me borró con la Concha Nácar, ¿si no? Nunca cierres los ojos,
Prieta, eh? Tienes que ‘star lista, porque nunca sabes de dónde va venir un chingazo.” Thank
God for the cream Concha Nácar, helped it fade, if not? Be ready, because you never know
where a punch might come from.
I looked at the scar, a thin white V that widened toward her reddish hairline, and nodded.
I reached out to touch the scar but stopped, “¿Lista?” she said.
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“But what happened, Ita? When he gave you the cabezazo?” I asked coiling my hands
into fists.
“Estaba lista, Prieta,” she said as she put her hands up. We went back to fighting. We
took turns, her punching my hands, and me punching hers. I learned to lean into my punch and
pivot on my feet to put more force behind it. I now knew to lean away in the opposite direction
from the punch I’d just thrown and to bob back to avoid the other person’s punch. She jabbed
with her left and swayed to the right, I moved to the left and jabbed to the right, like dancing but
with our fists. By the time we were done, my Ita’s hands were red and my hands stung.
“Entonces, si alguien te pega ¿qué vas hacer?”
“Hit them,” I punched out with my right hand and did a little jump I’d seen boxers do
when we watched the fights at our favorite bar, The Tap, where we’d seen Mike Tyson my
favorite, beat Ferguson there.
“¿No busques pleito, pero no te dejes de nadie, eh, Prieta?” Don’t look for a fight, but
don’t take anything from anyone.
“Okay, Ita.” I nodded, staring past her face at the white scar near her hair line. Her
widow’s peak, bleached against her light skin.
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Sagrado Corazón

Sunday, Ita and I woke up early to go to church, even though mass didn’t begin until
noon. She never let me eat beforehand because she believed it was better to take the hostia on an
empty stomach. So I sat in the center of the bed and watched as she slathered creams, lotions and
perfumes on trying to convince myself I wasn’t hungry, even as my stomach gurgled.
The radio on the nightstand fuzzily played “Amor Eterno” by Rocío Dúrcal as she laid
her pants and blouse still warm from the iron on the bed. I shifted over, careful not to disturb
them. Ita hated wrinkles and getting dirty. She got ready for the day the same way she got ready
for bed, only in reverse. On Sunday’s she took longer than usual. I couldn’t decide if she was
getting dressed up for God or for Mama Lupe, her mom: they both seemed to make her pray
more.
She smeared thick Avon sunscreen on her fair face, eye shadow, black liquid eyeliner,
and mascara. Her dyed reddish-brown hair wrapped around small metal rollers she’d slept with
and wore until she dressed. She did her hair last. She didn’t want it to go flat.
The breeze from the early morning kept us cool as it came in from the heavy framed
window in her bedroom, propped open with a broken wooden broom handle. I don’t know where
it came from, the splintered edges worn smooth from the pressure long ago. In the summer, El
Paso desert mornings are always cool, but the impending heat hovers like a whisper after the
breeze. The oscillating fan on her chest of drawers rotated back and forth shaking its head
against the inevitable heat.
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Ita sang along to the song as she put on her pantyhose. “Tú eres la tristeza de mis
ojos. Que lloran en silencio por tu amor.”
I lay quiet on my side, my head propped in my hand, and watched my calves dangle off
the side of the bed; my pink and purple high-tops made my feet heavy. She sang, reaching for her
bra, and adjusted the weight of the silicone in the right cup making sure the weight was even. As
she put her bra on and let herself fall into it she continued to sing, “Me miro en el espejo y veo en
mi rostro. El tiempo que he sufrido por tu adiós.” She stood in front of the mirror making
adjustments, careful the scar on her chest, a reminder of the fight she won against breast cancer,
didn’t peek out from the top of the bra, and that the line of her bust was even. It was one of many
scars my grandma had; this one was just visible.
She turned, elbows bent, palms open, fingers curled, grasping at the air, and sang to me
as the song reached the chorus. The words echoed out around me as both voices sang, “Cómo
quisiera, ay, que tú vivieras, Que tus ojitos jamás se hubieran cerrado nunca.” She stretched her
arm out to me at the end with an exaggerated vibrato in her voice and movement in her lips on
the last word until I started giggling. She kissed her hand and waved to the invisible audience in
the room and erupted into laughter.
“¿Qué piensas, Prieta?" she asked, arched brows pulsing up and down.
As quick as she broke into the song, she stopped and turned back toward the mirror. Her
reflection stared back at me, her pantyhose pulled high up on her waist, almost meeting the bra
line, pointed beige lace bra hiding the scar on her body, and her face, eyes cat-lined, smooth skin
glistening. The only indicators of her age were the small stamps of laughter left around her eyes
and mouth. And as much as that same laughter had gleamed in her eyes for a second, her critical
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eye gazed at her own reflection now and made me turn away and look back at my shoes.

By eleven o’clock we were ready to go. She looked into the mirror one last time, dabbed
pink lipstick on her lips and gave a kiss to the mirror.
We locked the heavy wooden door and let the screen door slam, clank, clank, behind us,
as I hopped down the twenty-five concrete stairs to her large gray 1968 Buick Riviera, which she
warmed up for at least fifteen minutes before any drive. We sat, windows rolled down, but inside
it was searing as we waited for the breeze to move the still air. The sun streamed in through the
windshield and made us squint against the light, as tiny drops of sweat bubbled to the surface on
the skin above my lip.
The seats of the car itched against my legs, the fabric stiff and powdery with age. The
car’s overhead lining sagged in places, and I had to pull the seat belt slowly so it would fit me
the way it was supposed to. As we sat waiting for the stuffy air to escape and the car to warm up,
she fiddled with the dial on the radio, trying to find one of the three Spanish stations the car
played. At the side of the car the large oak tree gave small shadows of shade and I shifted against
the itchy seat, trying to lessen the sizzling feeling on my scalp. When we finally drove off I
welcomed the breeze the car created even though it was still hot.

The drive to the church didn’t take long, but we arrived early to find a parking space. It
took some time and we almost missed a space because we had to drive around the block. As we
drove my Ita said aloud over and over, “¡Que no lo vean Diosito! ¡Que no lo vean!” Don’t let
them see it, God. And it must have worked because when we there the space was waiting for us.
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We walked the two blocks to Sagrado Corazón: me in my high-top sneakers and my
grandma in her high nude wedges. Her pink polyester pants had a heavy seam down the center
and her floral top made me think of spring, and I thought she looked so pretty just to go to
church.
We entered the church and my Ita looked around for my great-grandmother, Mama Lupe.
I welcomed the freshness inside the church as sweat trickled down the small of my back. We
stopped at the beginning of the red-carpeted aisle and I dipped my fingers into the large ivory
holy water fount. I let my fingers linger, the water cool, trying to absorb the freshness a few
moments longer. As I crossed myself, the fresh chill on my forehead felt like a sigh of relief. I
bowed down in a small curtsy and crossed myself again, then walked down the long aisle
separating the pews.

I didn’t like coming to church, having to sit still on the hard wooden pews for an hour as
the priest spoke. I really didn’t like when we had to shake hands toward the end of the mass
because I didn’t like touching strangers’ clammy hands. And, the part I disliked most was sitting
with Mama Lupe and her husband, Pablo. She smelled like stale cigarettes, dead flowers, and
moth balls. Each time she stared at me through her thick glasses I only wanted to look down,
away, at anything but her papery lined face. But I came almost every Sunday with my Ita
because my mom worked so much, and this was the one time a week my grandma saw Mama
Lupe. I knew it was important to her, because she took so much longer getting ready than usual,
ironing her clothes, lining her eyes, but I didn’t understand why. She was always quiet when we
left, the car ride home silent as I played with my seat belt and stared out the window.
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I learned later that Mama Lupe was just unhappy and made others feel the same way,
whenever she had the chance. There were half stories: Mama Lupe’s parents had left her to be
raised by her grandparents; my Ita’s Dad had left Mama Lupe with four children for another
woman, Ita was her Dad’s favorite, playing guitar for her to sing along to when she was young,
and that’s why Mama Lupe was harder on her…the theories went on. The only thing I knew was
the way my grandma looked after seeing her, like a wilted flower that hasn’t been given enough
water.

The calm of church made feel a little more at ease, my breathing slower, but my hands
stayed sweaty and I rubbed them on my shorts, again and again. Ita found Mama Lupe’s short
crop of grey hair among the other heads staring at the pulpit and scooted past the people already
sitting. I never knew which way was easier to scoot past, keeping my back toward them made me
feel like I was putting my butt in their faces, and facing them I hated making eye contact, so I’d
stare at their legs and act like I was trying hard not to step on their feet, by taking big steps
around their feet. Before we sat, I leaned in and kissed the thin wrinkled skin on Mama Lupe’s
cheek, avoiding her hard gaze through large nude-colored plastic glasses.
“Hola, Mama Lupe,” I mumbled. “Hola, Pablo.” I waved at her husband.
I sat to the right of my grandma, so I wouldn’t have to sit next to her and Pablo.
I stared at the white-robed priest in front of the church and half listened as he said mass. I
looked around the great hall of the church and at all the statues in their alcoves. I stared at the
stained-glass windows and tried to understand the story depicted in the red, green and white
shards of glass put together so delicately. The sun streamed in, but the glass diluted its heat.
Diosito stood at the front, arms splayed to his sides, his gaze looked up eyes wide, defeated. I
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looked up and felt the same as my stomach growled.
Toward the end of the mass we stood in line and waited our turn as the priest served
communion. My palms got damper the closer we got. I never knew whether to hold my hands
out or to stick my tongue out. I thought that if I stuck my tongue out the hostia would somehow
be purer, but I didn’t want the priest to look into my mouth or touch my tongue. I stood next in
line and held my moist cupped hands out as the priest said, “Cuerpo de Cristo.” I walked away
and let the small white circle sit on my tongue till it disintegrated. I wondered why God tasted
like paper and wasn’t more filling.

After church we all went to eat at a local restaurant, The Acapulco, a small diner with a
jukebox in the corner that always played, “All My Exes Live in Texas.” By the time we arrived
my stomach felt like a knot. God had done nothing to subdue my hunger. I ate my caldo de res. I
put extra chile in my soup. The spice overtook the heat of the soup so that it stung my lips with
each slurp. Mama Lupe and Ita’s conversation became muted as I listened to the music and
stared at the waitress with a large red bouffant who alternated between taking orders and talking
to the hair-netted cook in the kitchen.
Mama Lupe and my grandma did all the talking. Pablo rarely spoke on any occasion, and
I worried he’d choose lunch after church to speak to me while my Ita and Mama Lupe spoke, but
he didn’t. It was as if I were invisible, never talking to me, but I didn’t mind. Ita patted my leg
every so often. I didn’t have anything to say to Mama Lupe and I don’t think she did either.
When I did try to say something she lectured me about speaking in English instead of Spanish
because Pablo didn’t understand, or on the correct way in which I was to address her, “usted
instead of tú.” When she asked me, “¿Cómo esta tú mama?” I took longer chewing so my
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grandma had to answer for me. The next time she asked something I pretended to forget the
words in Spanish. She gave up talking to me, even though she spoke English.
After each lunch my grandma and I left them with good byes and papery kisses on their
wrinkled cheeks. We walked to our car, only the clicks of our shoes against the pavement. Ita
grew more and more quiet after Mama Lupe’s, “Adios Alicia,” with a tone I didn’t understand,
but made me look down at my shoes like when I was in trouble with my mom and she scolded
me.

Years later when Mama Lupe died my grandma was the only one of two of her children
in El Paso. She had a stroke while waiting in the car for her husband to buy some milk, and
instead of taking her to the hospital Pablo drove home and called my grandma. He hadn’t known
what to do. My grandma sat by her bedside holding her hand and talking to her, hoping she’d
wake up.
“Mamá aquí estoy, la hija que nunca quisiste.” I’m here, the daughter you never cared
for.
Mama Lupe hadn’t woken up, but tears escaped from her closed eyes. We believe that
although she couldn’t speak, she still knew my grandma was there, knew she was the only one
who had ever been there. Mama Lupe never regained her mobility or her ability to speak. She
died a few days later in the hospital. My grandma cried for days. By that time I was eleven and
understood when I saw her shrink into herself.

“¿Qué quieres hacer, Preita? ¿A la casa?” she asked. What do you want to do? Go home?
“Mom’s coming to get me today, isn’t she? After work?”
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“Sí, pero hasta más tarde. ¿Quieres una banana split? Vamos a Thirty-one flavors?” Yes,
but later.
I never refused a visit to Baskin Robbins.
“Sí, Ita, sí. Una banana split!”
She turned the volume down on the radio when got to the car. We drove without saying
much, and although I felt relieved it was just the two of us again I stayed quiet. I looked out the
open window as we left a now near empty downtown and headed towards Baskin Robbins in the
Five Points area. Downtown became a ghost town on late Sunday afternoons because everything
closed early. I stared at the empty streets and let the warm breeze muss the stray hair from my
braid into my face until we got there.
We walked in and I could almost taste the cool ice-cream-scented air. We ordered and sat
in the empty ice cream parlor. The heat had begun to let up a little, but the sunlight still streamed
in through the glass windows of the place. I felt like we were in our own snow globe, just the two
of us, sitting inside the glass walls, eating our banana splits.
“Is your banana split good, Ita?” I asked, my mouth sticky from the vanilla ice cream.
“Yes, Prieta.”
She took a big spoon of ice cream in her mouth and opened her mouth wide, a gooey
mess of chocolate sauce and ice cream.
“Mmmm!”
“Ita!” I laughed at her, opened my mouth, but some of the ice creamed dribbled out of my
mouth.
She laughed at me and said, “Okay, ya, ya. Te vas a ensuciar.” You’re going to get dirty.
She pushed a napkin towards me.

47

By the time we were done we got home just in time for my mom to pick me up. She
honked and I ran down the stairs as they both watched, my grandma in her pink pants and floral
shirt standing on the porch, and my mom in her navy blue uniform, duty belt, and aviator
sunglasses looking up from her brown Chevy Blazer. My grandma waved as we drove off. She
looked like a small pink flower, petals waving in the breeze, and I waved back until I could no
longer see her.
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Concrete

My dad had just dropped me off from a day at his house in Northeast El Paso, one of the
few times I saw him as a kid. Most times he left me waiting for someone who still hasn’t arrived.
I’d spent this Sunday at his house, a small building behind his parents’ house, that he’d returned
to after my mom asked him to leave. I was three when he left; my mom told me she’d had
enough and wouldn’t let me be second to the rest of his kids, a half-sister and two half-brothers.
I have a fuzzy memory of following him, asking to go with him, thinking he was going to
the store. “You go with your mom,” he hugged me and put me down, my face like a soggy paper
bag crumpled in on itself.
The drive home was quiet with only the radio playing. He asked if I’d had fun, and I
nodded. I looked at his stocky body behind the steering wheel and thought of the time he’d let
me sit in his lap and steer us out of the driveway, his round belly squeezed against my back, the
smell of Old Spice in my nose, as I laughed. I turned, the silence louder now after the
remembered laughter, and stared out the window as we moved from the Northeast toward
Central, a part of El Paso I liked better.
When we got to my grandma’s he sat, double parked, waiting. I was just about to run up
the twenty-five concrete stairs of my grandma’s house when I tripped. My small seven year old
body crashed into the grainy cement, and my head connected with the edge of the first step, right
at the center of my forehead.
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The pain took a minute to sink in as I lay against the ground looking at the concrete’s
mica glinting bright at me. I’d been running back to my grandma, to comfort, and now I lay on
the ground, dirty, fragments of skull floating away from my brain, the air knocked out of me, and
although it felt as if my head might break apart like an eggshell, I couldn’t cry, the tears stuck
deep in the pit of my stomach, a feeling I’d grow accustomed to.
My dad picked me up off the ground as I wailed. Through the pain I heard the screen
door at the top of the stairs slam and bounce against its frame
“¿Qué le hiciste?” my Ita yelled. What did you do to her?
My dad looked up from his large, brown, calloused hands and held tight against the heat
of my forehead, the roughness of them hot and harsh against my raw skin. Years he’d spent as a
carpenter left his hands filled with mounds of callouses, thick, translucent layers of skin. His
fleshy hands felt like the only thing keeping the eggshell pieces together.
“Estaba corriendo y se tropezó. ¡Se pegó en la frente!” She was running and tripped. She
hit her forehead!
He loosened his grip on my head as he pulled away from me, but I cried out. The pain
didn’t stop, sharp and hard in my head, trying to make its way out, pushing and shoving at my
skull. My dad’s hands held on, his fingers gripping my forehead, holding my brains in, keeping
me from falling apart. My tears came in waves, rushed out of my chest and mouth, finally
finding an escape from the pressure.
“¿Cómo que se tropezó?” How is it that she tripped?
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My grandma reached out, and her arms encircled me, pulled me away from my dad, from
his calloused hands, and hugged me hard, my face pressed into her cotton tank top, into the soft,
salty flesh of her stomach and breasts.
“Estaba corriendo y se cayó. No sé en qué se tropezó,” he said in one breath. She was
running and she fell. I don’t know how she tripped,
I couldn't see, still squished against my grandma, and imagined his thick hands, palms
open in the air.
“A ver, Prieta, déjame ver,” she said, prying me away. Let’s see. Let me look.
Cool air hit my face, and a new wave of pain struck me. I started to cry again, snot
running out of my nose and mingling in with my spit, clear and salty, when I heard her voice. I
didn’t want to go to the hospital. I hiccupped short gasps of salty air as they talked. My grandma
was going to call my Mom, and when my dad offered to take us, I inhaled a big breath of air. My
grandma let me out of her embrace and started up the stairs.
I looked up, standing alone for a moment, as she took the stairs in quick short bursts,
trying to muffle my cries as her warmth had left me. My dad put his arm, heavy, around my
shoulders as we walked towards his navy blue Monte Carlo. I sat in the center of the large navy
cloth front seat waiting. Inside, the dashboard shined from layers of Armor All. I closed my eyes
for a second when he said, “Don’t go to sleep, mija,” I opened and looked at him, his black
bearded face and frowning eyebrows, pointed up in the center, like mine, and wondered about
this man I felt so uncomfortable around, the family we had been was drifting further and further
away, and everything inside my little body had me swimming toward my mom.
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My parents’ divorce wouldn’t be final for another year, but even before then, as long as I
remembered they’d never lived together. My dad still tried to see me during a small window of
time after my mom served him with the papers. I didn’t really understand the difference, or why
things changed. Except weekends, they’d lived apart as long as I’d been alive. My sister Angie,
half-sister Geno, two half-brothers Manny and Louie, and Mom and Dad spent them together
like a family, all of us squished in his navy blue ’85 Monte Carlo, sitting between my brothers
and sisters, all elbows and knees jabbing into one another. We sang along with Bobby Darin, and
Little Anthony and the Imperials on 92.3 the Fox, the oldies station, as my dad drove us to the
Sunday swap meet near Fox Plaza. There I drank Limonada, fresh squeezed and served with a
metal ladle in an over-sized Styrofoam cup. I ate corn layered in a cup with butter, lime, white
crumbled cheese, chili powder and Valentina hot sauce. At the end of the day, though, after the
Limonada’s and corn, my Mom, Angie, and I went to our house, and they went to theirs.
I never saw them fight and was I surprised when they spelled out divorce in front of me. I
knew how to spell! He seemed more a stranger, a man on the street I didn’t want to talk to than
my dad. Before the divorce I knew our family was different, just from listening to the things
other kids said at school. Some just had a mom, some just a dad, and some both, but they had
them all the time, or half the time, nothing like mine. I finally fit in when I didn’t have a father at
all.
I went through phases later, when I thought, “This time will be different.” I called and
asked to speak to him, each ring making my palms clammier.
“Bueno, ¿se encuentra Jesús?” I asked my mouth moving in exaggerated movements
trying to pronounce each word well. May I speak with Jesús?
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“¿Quien habla?” An older, grainy voice answered back, noise loud in the background.
“Su hija.” His daughter.
“Su hija?”
“Yas-min?” I replied, my voice cracked and faded away.
“Un momento. Chuy!”
I made the call several times, the script always the same. “Su hija?” She sounded
confused every time, telling me, "His only daughter is Geno," but I still called. He called only in
the beginning when my mom asked, now he never called. Only to wait, and wait, until my Mom
took me to lunch, or dinner, or shopping, or….anywhere other than waiting for my dad who was
over two hours late. I made one of my last of attempts, a Nirvana-loving thirteen year old,
reasoned, maybe now with crooked teeth straightened by braces, thick glasses replaced by
contacts (both paid for by Mom), and the small amount of make-up I could wear (eyeliner and
mascara); he would want to see me.
The time he did show, I stared at my half-siblings’ school pictures from different grades
surrounding my only photo from kindergarten, as he told me that my eyeliner was smeared. The
next time I called he just didn’t bother to and only left me waiting for the last time, sitting at the
top of the twenty-fifth concrete stair, staring at navy blue Vans with the lyrics to “Dumb” written
along the thick white sole.
I repeated the story over and over to the child psychologist I’d seen for years after many
incidents of talking back to teachers, being sent to in school suspension, and trying to sell my
mom’s dust covered liquor bottles to kids at school. I've repeated the story so many times I can
recite it all in a normal voice, no wavering, no tears, as if I'm speaking about someone else.
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The distrust and anger came from the moments on the steps I sat waiting for a man I now
want to believe he didn't know any better. Concrete steps, cool against my butt, as I leaned back
into the shade so the sun wouldn't hit me and I would get darker, as my mom peeked through the
screen door hoping he would come, and I wouldn't notice her, my anger building as the sun rose
higher in the sky, until finally it exploded my heart into tiny shreds of shrapnel that embed
themselves into my body, making tiny sores which festered, puss filled, and eventually hardened.

I looked away from his profile and up again at the stairs, glad to see my grandma race
down the stairs. I'd stopped crying, but as she scooted in next to me I still leaned into her. Her
arm encircled me and I felt the warmth of her body against mine. I sniffled into her breast, my
head aching still, but not as bad as before.
“Vamos al Southwest, está cerquita,” my grandma said, smoothing my hair back. Let’s
go to Southwest, it’s close.
Neither of them talked. I sniffled loudly, each sniff louder and louder, echoing off the
fabric seats, bouncing off the shiny Armor All dashboard, only to land on a wrinkle of my dad’s
brow, then my grandma’s, the lines on their faces filled with reverberated sniffs. My dad reached
for the knob on the radio, then jerked back and placed his hand back on the steering wheel. We
were a block away from Southwestern General Hospital. I was glad the ride was short even if I
didn’t want to go.
“Qué buen chingazó te diste, Prieta. Gracias a Dios que no te abriste la frente. ¿Pero
cómo pasó?” You really smacked the shit out of yourself. Thank God you didn’t bust your
forehead open. But how did it happen?
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“I don’t know, Ita. I was running, I closed my eyes and just tripped,” I said.
She gave my dad a sideways glance. He didn’t turn his head and stared, not blinking at
the road.
“My dad was waiting for me to get upstairs in the car,” I finished.
“Pues qué bueno que no te lastimaste peor.” I’m glad you didn’t hurt yourself worse.
I didn’t say anything else neither did she. I didn’t want to touch my face. The skin on my
forehead felt tight and throbbed. I was glad I didn’t break open my forehead either, even if it felt
like I had. The car stopped. I looked up at to see a red Emergency sign.
"¿No se va parquear?” You're not going to park?
My grandma turned, eyebrow raised. I turned. The car idled for a few moments before he
answered.
"Sí, sí claro.” Yes, of course.
He turned the steering wheel and backed up into a parking spot, front end facing forward.
I looked at him, at his face, his brows furrowed into deep ridges, as he parked inch by inch in a
spot with no other cars around it. When he’d parked, he didn't look at me; they both got out of
the car. I stayed seated moments longer until my grandma said, "Vente, Prieta.”
I slid out of the car, my hand dragging along the upholstery, my fingers making light blue
lines against the grain of the fabric until I had to let go. My grandma ducked down by the edge of
the car door, "Ya vente, Prieta." Her eyes open wide, questioning whether I was okay. I looked
back once more at the lines, turned, and grabbed her hand.

55

“Ma’am, are you her mother?” a dark haired nurse asked my grandma
We sat in a room curtained-off in the emergency room. The nurse stood with a clip board
in her hand.
“No, her grandmother.”
“Okay,” she paused, looking between the two of us. “We need a guardian with her at all
times though. Are her mother or father here?”
“Her mother is on her way. She was at work. Her father is here, but—”
“I want my Ita,” I interrupted.
“He is leaving,” my grandma looked at me and nodded where only I could see, in her
eyes. “Her mother should be here any minute.”
The nurse looked back between my red, splotchy face and my grandma’s. We both stayed
quiet without looking at each other. When we'd come into the hospital, I’d heard my grandma
and dad talking as they’d filled out the paperwork with hushed voices I could still hear. My mom
was coming, should he stay? He'd asked. My grandma just stared at him, silent, when I
interrupted, "Can Ita come in with me?" They both turned, my grandma's head already nodding,
my dad nodding as well, but slower, and he wouldn’t look at me. I stayed quiet, the way I was
quiet now as the nurse looked at us.
“Can her father sign off before he leaves? We can get her looked at while we’re waiting
for her mother to arrive. Meanwhile, you can stay with your granddaughter, Mrs.—”
“Acosta,” my grandma replied.

56

“Does that sound good, sweetheart?” She smiled at me all teeth. I didn’t like it. The smile
didn’t reach her eyes as she stood and filled out paperwork on her clipboard.

That day my dad had tried to make pork chops for me, the way I liked them, fried crispy
with salt and pepper flakes almost burnt onto the deep brown meat. My mom had told him they
were my favorite. I hadn't said anything when he served them burnt. I only watched the fuzzy TV
in the corner of the cramped living room, as he drank the Coors Light he nestled between his
legs, against his crotch when he wasn’t drinking from it. He asked if they were good, “¿Están
buenas, mija?” I nodded, nibbling on the blackened edges, as I looked up at my smiling face in
the kindergarten photo hung on his wall. I looked happy then.
After lunch I played with my cousins. He’d called them to come over. We'd played hide
and go seek and hung from the large Mulberry tree in his parents’ front yard, trying to get close
the cicadas or chicharras as we called them, as they sang to us. My cousins giggled at jokes I
didn’t understand and asked where I’d been. I shrugged and tried to climb farther up the tree. He
watched with my grandfather, Papi Polo, and drank beer; each taking turns at the fridge as Mami
Paola, my grandmother, cooked my cousins' favorite, flautas.

As the nurse walked out the sound of the curtain made me turn and look at my grandma,
afraid she’d disappeared.
“No te preocupes, Prieta. No me voy a ir a ningún lado. Y ‘orita va llegar tu mama,” she
nodded, her head reinforcing her words. Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. And your mom is
going to get here soon.
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She squeezed my hand, her hand warm, and sat back down in the chair, next to the white
bed I lay on. I was quiet, and as she spoke to me about her day; I held her hand and poked at the
extended ball of vein on her hand as she spoke. She knew I wasn’t listening, but I didn’t want her
to stop, her voice a warm blanket in this cold, sterile curtained room. Nothing like Mami Polas’.

Papi Polo was much nicer. While my cousins and I had played in the yard an ice cream
truck had driven by. I could hear the little song from blocks away. We all looked up towards the
sound, mouths open wide, and then looked at my dad and Papi Polo. I asked my dad if we could
have ice cream, "Can we please, Dad?" He laughed, nodded his head, and dug in his pocket. We
each got an ice cream, mine a bomb pop. My cousins also bought small red earrings with their
own money, trinkets made from small metal upholstery nails, the tops painted different colors
with nail polish, the points of the shaft dulled with no backing, and still a little sharp, but I
wanted them. I didn't have an allowance yet and ran back with only my ice cream. I stared at
their earrings, the music moving away house by house, when Papi Pola held out a dollar,"Tenga,
mija,” and gestured with his chin toward the truck. He held his hand out to hold my ice cream
and I got my own earrings, pink little metal circles, and he let me keep the change. My dad came
out with two more beers, a flauta in his mouth, and Mami Pola who tsked at the ice cream.
"Look, Dad!" I held out the pink earrings.
"¡Qué bonitos, mija! Se te van a ver muy bonitos," he said. How pretty, they will look
very pretty on you.
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Later, in the bathroom, I took my small gold hoops out, and put them in my pocket so I
wouldn’t lose them. Careful not to poke myself, I put the small, pink-painted metal nails in my
ears and turned my head from left to right looking in the mirror.

In the hospital, I played with the pink earrings, careful not to touch the sharp back as the
doctor came in and asked what had happened. He made me follow a flashlight with me eyes.
“That’s quite a bump you got there,” he said, face inches from mine; his breath smelling
like stale minty gum.
I looked to the side of his head to avoid his eyes.
“Mrs. Acosta, you’re her grandmother, yes?”
“Yes, sir.”
“We’re going to take her to run some tests, make sure she doesn’t have a concussion or
anything like that. You can come with her and as soon as her mother gets here, we can update
her on everything. But, for right now, she doesn’t seem to have anything too serious we just want
to confirm everything.”
“Okay, thank you very much doctor,” she said, shaking her head still holding my hand.
“You know how kids are. She scared me to death, you know.”
“Yes, kids. I understand Mrs. Acosta,” he said nodding, “I’m sure she’ll be okay though.
The tests are just to make certain.” He walked out through the curtain.
My dad signed the papers before he left and told my grandma he’d call to check on me
later. She told me he’d left while I was with the doctors. They took me to different places in the
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hospital, in a wheelchair, my grandma alongside me the whole way. People stared at me and I
looked away, down to my lap. The chichón felt huge and hot as the doctor looked at it and gently
touched the area. From people’s stares I knew I was right.

“Ita, when’s Mom getting here?” I looked up at her from the wheelchair.
“'Orita llega, Prieta. Viene del trabajo y estaba en el puente de Américas. Es muy
ocupado ese puente.” She’ll get here soon. She’s coming from the Bridge of Americas. That
bridge is really busy.
When we got back from my tests my mom was there.
“¡Mamá! ¿Qué pasó? ¿Cómo se cayó? ¿Dónde está Chuy?” What happened? How did
she fall? Where’s Chuy?
In full uniform, nightstick and gun hung on opposite hip, my mom looked at me and
pulled me into her arms, tight, my face squished into the buttons of her scratchy navy shirt,
badge cool against my skin. She squeezed me hard, but I didn’t say anything. Her voice sounded
like a tightly twisted wire as my grandma explained what happened. I couldn’t breathe but didn’t
want to pull away.
“Gorda, está bien. Estamos esperando unos exámenes, pero dijo el doctor que no piensa
que tiene una contusión.” She’s fine. We’re just waiting for the results, but the doctor told me he
doesn’t think she has a concussion.
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My mom continued to hug me. I sighed; they didn’t think I had a concussion. My arms
wrapped around my mom’s waist, but all I could feel was her leather belt and the rubber from the
handle of her gun.
“Mom, I’m okay,” I mumbled against chest.
My voice garbled, she loosened her grip on me.
“You sure? Mija, look at your forehead! Does it hurt still?”
She looked into my face, her eyes squinted, face pale, and I nodded.
"What are these?" She touched the pink earrings. "Ay!" She jerked her hand away and
rubbed her thumb against the tips of her fingers.
"Papi Polo bought them for me from the ice cream man."
"You can wear them later,” she said, smiling a little, taking them out, careful with her
fingers. “You don't need to stab yourself today too," She set them next to me on the rolling tray
table then pulled me against her again. “Ay, Mija, you have to be more careful!”
I nodded into her body.
“¿Y Chuy?”
I squished my face against her harder, hiding from the pink earrings rocking back and
forth on themselves against the table.
“Pues, se fue.” He left.
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There was a long silence in the room, only the beeps and footsteps outside our curtain.
Her arms stiffened, then tightened around me again as I squeezed my eyes shut against the last
bit of light.
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Cuatro Copas

By age seven, I was at home in a bar. I knew how to maneuver to empty seats in a crowd
and I knew to stay away from the beer pulls because anyone there ended up lost to the bartenders
and in the way of the wait staff. Plush bar stools with over-stuffed backs were my favorite to spin
round on while staring at the floor and at my dangling feet, which couldn't quite reach the metal
foot rest. I spent my weekends and some weekdays sitting at bar stools, beside my grandma, my
Ita. The Tap, my favorite bar, was like a second home for me. The long narrow bar with
overstuffed red stools and black retro rolling chairs for the tables lining the mirrored wall across
the bar gave me a warm feeling. The smell of stale cigarette smoke, last nights’ shots and beer
was one I knew well, and to this day makes me nostalgic. There was something glamorous about
The Tap. It looked like one I’d seen in a Rock Hudson movie: mirrors with red-neon piping
lining their edges, low lighting, and Frank Sinatra playing. Only instead of Frank, ‘Chente was
god here, and the bar sang along to his songs.
Saturday was fight night: Tyson vs. Ferguson. Everyone, including my grandma looked
bouncier and gave off an energy that had me wiggling in my chair. They talked louder, drank
faster and filled already-full ashtrays to overflowing. We sat at the bar, a virgin Bloody Mary in
front of me and a vodka tonic in front of her. We stared at the large TV in the corner and
watched as men spoke the favored odds. I didn't really understand odds, but I cheered for Tyson
because my grandma did. I preferred to look at the box suspended from the center of ceiling
behind the bar which held a 3-D replica of the Budweiser Clydesdales all in gold and lights. It
was my favorite sign. Years of my grandma working at a bar and being a general social fixture
meant we weren't alone for long.
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Many nights, I sat and listened to my grandma gossiping with her comadre Veronica,
“Vaca” to me, “India” to my grandma. My mom told me the story of when they first met many
times. My grandma was a bartender at the D’Carlo, another bar in central El Paso, and Vaca had
been a waitress for the restaurant side. She’d wanted to make more money, so my grandma had
taken her under her wing after a conversation they had when my grandma came upon her crying
at the bar. She'd been broken-hearted, short on money, and drinking her sorrows away when my
grandma told her something I don't think she ever forgot.
“¡Qué pendejadas son esas! No, señorita, no sea pendeja, amárrese un huevo, que nadien
nunca la vea emborrachándose y llorando, menos por un hombre. Los viejos no valen la pena.
¿En dónde está su orgullo de mujer? Usted tiene que hacerse valer como mujer, como mujer que
es, anqué se la esté llevando a la chingada.” What crap is this? No ma’am, don’t be stupid, gather
your strength. Never let anyone see you drunk or crying in a bar, let alone for a man. Men aren’t
worth it. Where’s your pride as a woman? You have to give yourself your own worth, for the
woman you are, even if life is being a bitch.
Looking at Vaca, I couldn't imagine her crying, much less at a bar. I heard her joke
around with men who were too drunk who said things that made me look down and pretend not
to hear. She always came back with something quick, put them in their place, but kept them
ordering. We always sat in her section when we came to The Tap. I leaned in to hear what my Ita
and she said, but the black-cushioned edge of the bar pressed into my stomach, kept me from
hearing everything. I heard enough to know they were gossiping about my grandma’s current
friend, Javi, who’d been at the bar the night before.
“¿Vino Javi anoche, India?” my grandma asked, stirring her drink with the red plastic
straw. Did Javi come last night?
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“No, comadre, pero el Choco estaba aquí con una nueva vieja.” No, but Choco was here
with a new woman.
Vaca squinted at my grandma through black-fringed bangs and leaned forward to grab
brown Bud light bottles from the cooler in front of her.
“¿Una nueva? ¿Qué pasó con la otra? ¿No que estaba bien enamorado, el güey?” New?
What happened with the other one? Wasn’t he so in love, the asshole?
Choco and my grandma had been together when I was little. I didn't really remember him
from then, but when we saw him now he always gave me quarters for the jukebox. Everyone
called him Choco because he was dark, like a chocolate bar; I never knew his real name. I always
thought my grandma was too pretty for him, with his dark and lined face like the dancing
California Raisins in the commercial.
“Sí, sí muy enamorado de la feria que tiene la ruca.” Yeah, yeah in love with the money
the old lady has.
Vaca laughed her throaty laugh and walked over to outstretched hands waiting for their
beer.
“Cabrón,” my grandma said to herself, reaching for the vodka tonic served in a Tom
Collins glass.
She looked at me and asked, “¿Tienes hambre ya, Prieta?” Are you hungry yet?
“No, Ita. I'm fine,” I said, shaking my head, my braid clanging back and forth against my
back.
“Bueno, nomás dime y te ordenamos una hamburger con fries.” Just tell me and I’ll order
you a hamburger with fries.
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I nodded as someone my grandma knew came up to her. I couldn't hear as well this time
because he kept leaning in. I saw her shaking her head though and her gold arracadas, hoops,
exaggerated her movements. She laughed and patted him on the shoulder. I’d seen him before,
but couldn't remember when. She knew so many people sometimes they all seemed the same. I
remembered this man because he had a mustache that hung around his mouth, and his hair was
salt and pepper on the sides. When he talked I’d stare at the hair above his lips twitching back
and forth like a rat. She never talked to him for long.
“Mira, ¿Te acuerdas de mi Prieta?” My grandma said as she turned toward me and patted
my leg. Do you remember my Prieta? I hated saying hi to new people, even when I'd met them
before.
“Hi!” I said, waving my hand, trying to sink into the back of the stool. I didn't want to
shake his hand.
“Sí, claro está creciendo. Va a ser más alta que tú, Lichita,” he said to my grandma as he
patted my head and laughed. Of course. She’s going to be taller than you. “Es su hija más chica
¿no?” She’s your youngest daughter, right?
My grandma laughed; glad he thought I was her daughter. It meant all the Avon and
Estee Lauder my mom bought her was paying off.
“No,” she shook her head, her arracadas swaying. “Es mi nieta. La tengo conmigo
p´arriba y p´abajo cuando está trabajando mi hija.” No, she’s my granddaughter. I take her
everywhere with me when my daughter is working.
“¿Y dónde trabaja su hija?” Mustache man asked. Where does your daughter work?
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“Trabaja por la aduana. Por eso siempre tengo a la Prieta conmigo. Trabaja muchas
horas.” She works for Customs and works a lot of the time. That’s why I always my Prieta with
me. She patted my lap again.
“Tiene buen trabajo, entonces.” She has a good job then.
“Sí, es una chinga pero me ayuda con mucho. Y yo cuido a la chavala.” Yes, it’s hard
work, but she helps me a lot, and I take care of my girl.
As they talked, I took it as my chance to turn my stool around and pretend I was watching
the fights before the main event. My grandma and I watched boxing on the Mexican channels
when we were home, so I knew one guy had to beat up the other guy to win. I took a sip of my
Bloody Mary and let the peppery tomato sit in my mouth before I swallowed. I'd tried Shirley
Temples, because I liked her movies, but I hadn't liked her drink. I'd even sneaked a sip of my
grandma's vodka tonics, but I really didn't like her drinks, so I stuck to Bloody Marys. At home,
my grandma bought me Clamato so I could make my own, and sometimes I'd make them for her
and my uncle when the rest of the family was over. She’d tell me, “Un jigger, Prieta,” as she
watched me pour the vodka over the small ice cubes I'd cracked from the white trays instead of
the blue so they looked more like the ice cubes from the bar.
We watched the fight for a while without talking. She talked to Vaca and they looked
down the bar at Yolanda Brown, a lady they didn't like that much, but said “Hi” to. I didn't like
her that much either. She smelled like old potpourri and always kissed my cheek, leaving her
orangey lipstick for me to wipe off. We watched the fight and I booed when my grandma did and
yelled, “¡Pégale! ¡Pégale!” when she did.
During the fourth round, I told my grandma I was hungry and she ordered the hamburger
and fries she'd promised earlier. I dipped my fries into the chile that came with my burger,
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making sure each one was coated before I bit in. The volume of the TV was all the way up and
the crowd screamed as the announcers spoke louder to be heard. The crowd at the bar screamed
and laughed. Vaca maneuvered back and forth across the bar handing drink after drink out to
what I could only make out as groups of outstretched hands. Waitresses carried plates high above
their heads, bobbing and weaving between the people too busy staring at the screen. It was a
well-choreographed dance they all knew well, one that I knew, too well. I sat, my legs crossed
ankle to ankle on my stool and scooted closer to my grandma. I ate slowly watching the people
around me. In the fifth round, the bar became one loud fist of noise that hit me all at once and I
looked back and forth as everyone yelled out at the same time, then lulled into a low rumble. I
looked up to see Ferguson's face bloodied. My grandma held her left arm out and said, “Ya se
acabó este pedo.” This shit is over.
“What happened, Ita?”
“His nose is broken. Después de eso no tiene sentido, Prieta.” After that there is no point.
“Oh,” I nodded as if I understood. The fight was stopped the next round and I pretended
like I knew it was going to happen, as my head bobbed up and down with everyone else’s.
After the fight many people left, but we stayed with a group of other regulars. I’d already
had too many Bloody Marys and switched to coke. My grandma kept to her vodka tonics and her
friends. One of the regular guitar players walked around now and my grandma sung a few of her
favorite songs.
“Diciembre me gustó pa' que te vayas, que sea tu cruel adiós,” she sang with her eyes
closed, and as she gained momentum, she turned to look at me. I stared back at her, quiet, not
knowing what to do, but the magic of her voice wrapped me in its lonely blanket. “Mi navidad
no quiero comenzar el año nuevo, con este mismo amor, que me hace tanto mal.”
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The small audience around us began to disperse. Then it was just us and the lingering
feeling left from her voice that said everything she never seemed to say. In these moments, my
chest tightened and I imagined what I'd be like later. Would I be like her, with a huge wall of
tough exterior to protect me from whatever made her eyes shine when she sang? She patted my
knee and turned back towards the bar. That day I stood on the rung of the chair and hugged her
around the waist as she sat. I pushed my face into her polyester shirt, which smelled like
gardenia and smoke, and squeezed my eyes as I squeezed her.
“¿Qué te pasa, Prieta? No más es una canción. ¿Qué te pusieron en los Bloody Marys?”
she asked, laughing. What happened to you? It’s just a song. What did they put in your Bloody
Marys?
She pulled on my braid to look at my face and I looked up into her brown, black catlined, eyes and showed her my teeth with a forced smile.
“I don't like that song, Ita,” I said, still looking at her eyes, which held only half the
laughter.
“Bueno, ya no la canto,” she said even though I knew it wasn't true. Fine, I won’t sing it
anymore. “¿Quieres poner música?” Do you want to put some music on?
I nodded as she reached for her purse, a beige tote with worn straps where she could find
anything, and gave me quarters for the jukebox. The crowd thinned since it was late. I made my
way between the people standing to the front of the jukebox. I paged through the artists even
though I knew what songs I’d pick, “Llorar y Llorar” by ‘Chente and “Payaso” by Javier Solis. I
looked over and saw as she watched me even as she talked to Victor, the owner of the The
Who's, another bar close by. From where I stood, I saw the way her feet hung from the rung by
the thin heel of her metallic strappy sandals, and when she laughed, she threw her head back in a
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big laugh, her face scrunched, her whole body moving, her chest and stomach trembling with the
force of her laughter.
I made my way back through the holes in the crowd and followed the gentle slope of the
bar's floor. A group of men sat at a table near the jukebox and pointed at me as I walked by. One
of them said, “¡Mira, una mascota en la barra!” Look! A bar mascot! They all laughed and I
pretended I didn't hear as I made my way back to my grandma and the group around her. ‘Chente
had just started to play when I saw her paying the tab.
“Ya nos vamos, Prieta. Te doy más cambio en el Who's.” We’re leaving. I’ll give you
more change at The Who’s.
I nodded as she paid and we said bye to Vaca, who blew me a kiss, busy with people
trying to squeeze in one last round. My grandma wrapped the straps from her purse around the
wrist of her left hand and held my hand with her right. We walked out and made our way to her
large 1968 Buick Rivera. It was warm out and I rolled down the window as she walked around to
the driver's side. The night was quiet aside from the lingering music escaping through The Tap’s
door, opening as people walked out. A man on the corner curled up on his side in a sleeping bag.
His pillow looked like a bag of junk and I turned when I saw his eyes weren't closed.
“We're going to The Who's, Ita?” I asked reaching for my seat belt, pulling slowly or else
it would get tangled.
“Si, nomás por un ratito,” she answered, pulling into the traffic light lit street. Yes, just
for a little while.
“Is Vaca coming?” I asked.
“No, la está esperando el Danny. Creo que van al boliche.” No, Danny is waiting for her.
I think they’re going to the bowling alley. She looked into her rear view mirror and made a turn.
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The Who's was just a couple blocks away from The Tap, but we always drove because it
was so late at night. When we got there the place was only half full and closing for the night.
Victor, the owner, was already at a table across from the small rectangular dance floor and the
jukebox. We sat and said, “Hi” to the people already there. I couldn't remember all of their
names like “Párajo” and “La Borada,” because they were funny, but her friend Suzi, called
“Flaca,” was there and another one of her comadres, Elsie, was behind the bar closing down.
We’d stayed after hours at The Who's several times before. Only a select few stayed, the
lights dimmed as we moved to a table in the back. My grandma's inner circle sat around a table
littered with ash, glasses of multi-colored drinks and brown beer bottles. One of the musicians
stayed, but by this time he’d joined in on the drinks. All the regular people left and I got to put
music in the jukebox, which I liked here because it had songs we could dance to. I put on
‘Chente again and Javier Solis but this time I picked Glen Miller's “In the Mood” and “The
Charleston.” As the first two songs played I drank my coke and pulled the extra cherries out that
Elsie had put in it for me. But when “In the Mood” came on, my grandma looked at me and said,
“¡Vente, Prieta!”
Every time I put the song on, we danced around the small floor. My tennis shoes
squeaked and stuck to the floor, while my grandma danced around in her heels leading me by
one arm. She kicked out and in and I tried my best to imitate her. Her friends at the table
whistled and clapped for us when the song was finally over and my stomach hurt from laughing
and dancing. Victor laughed and yelled out, “¡Lichita, la chavala es tu sombra!” The girl is your
shadow. Everyone else nodded and laughed.
When we finished, we bowed, arms swinging up big and out, to each other, then to her
friends. Jutting her chin up, she pushed her reddish hair back, her arracadas dancing, as if she
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was a serious dancer, then she turned to me and laughed. When we sat, we were both out of
breath.
By this time it was after two, the bar closed, and we were the only ones there. More
music came on, and each of her friends chose songs they knew so they could sing and talk
intermittently. I put my head on my grandma's lap and she ran her nails through the unbraided
part of my hair, close to the scalp.
“¿Tiene sueño la chavala?” Víctor asked. Is the girl sleepy?
I felt my grandma's body rock as she nodded. A few minutes later she shook my shoulder
before I fell asleep, her hand warm on my skin. Víctor lifted me, and placed me on top of the bar.
“Aquí tienes tu almohada y tu cobija, Prieta,” my grandma said as she covered me. “Ya
es tarde, duérmete.” Here are your pillow and your blanket. It’s late, sleep.
I curled up; my knees tucked into my stomach, and stared as the dim lights overhead
reflected on the bottles along the wall. Tomorrow morning my mom would pick me up. I knew
I'd be able to sleep because she'd be tired from working through the night. She'd sleep most of
the day and then we'd order in. I thought about suggesting pizza as I snuggled deeper into the
blanket and felt the coolness of the wooden bar warm from my body. Victor turned down the
volume of the jukebox so it fell to a low background noise, barely louder than everyone’s voices.
Green, brown and red glimmers of light reflected off the mirror behind them, lulling me to sleep
with their laughter as the twinkling lights danced.
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II

“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”
― Maya Angelou

Manuel Lopez, first husband, with Ita early‘50’s
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Dimming Lights

Through the screen door in the living room I saw the burnt-orange desert light hover low
on the mountain horizon. I stood in the hallway shadows and watched my mom rock back and
forth, creaking, in a brown wooden rocking chair. The chair, with faded paisley cream accents on
the back, had been around longer than I had been alive, the creaking, a loud metronome in the
sudden silence of the Javier Solis CD stopping. The radio emitted a low electronic hum, the
imprint from his voice heavy in the air, a tangible emptiness, the rocking only punctuated with
each creak.
I came to change the CD, to mask the heavy silence coating everything in the house,
where I’d been raised, in the days since my Ita died; now I was stuck, feet anchored to the worn
wooden floor. She hadn’t seen me, and in truth I didn’t want her to. I held my breath, wishing
that I’d walked toward the room from the dining room or that the worn wooden floors had
creaked a little louder. I looked up, thankful for the dim dusk light, then toward the darkened
hallway. I envisioned tip-toeing back on the balls of my feet, step by step. I glanced back and
saw my mom’s face again, caught, enthralled in a scene I wished I wasn’t witnessing.
My mom hugged my sleeping niece, Mica, to her chest, a life preserver in a pool into
which she was sinking. She stared into the nothingness in front of her, the light deepening from
burnt orange to indigo, illuminating dust motes finishing their last dance. My chest clenched as I
tried to swallow everything I saw, my mom’s face, always bright and ready for a fight, now
hollowed and pale, drawn in on itself. She looked up into the darkening night, her deep set eyes
matching the dimming of the light in the room.
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Mom and Ita

A running joke in my family: “¿Ya se te olvidó que tienes, Mamá?” Have you forgotten
you have a mother? My family, a group now consisting of three people—my mom, sister, and
uncle—has turned the phrase into a family saying. It is repeated, when you haven’t called
someone in a couple days, “¿Ya se te olvidó que tienes hermana? ¿Ya se te olvidó que tienes
hija?” Have you forgotten you have a sister, daughter?

“Who’s calling?” I asked.
We watched a movie in my mom’s room, my eight-year-old-body curled onto my side
completing a small circle with my mom. It was one of the few days she was off work. Her
Customs uniform was strewn, wrinkled, on the dresser chair. Last night she’d a worked
graveyard shift. We had our pajamas on. This morning she called the school and told them I
wasn’t feeling well, the Fritos I just ate heavy in my stomach.
“Ay, it’s your Ita.” She looked at the display on the cordless phone and set it down.
“¡Gorda! ¿Dónde estás? Háblame,” her voice crackled over the answering machine
speaker.
I looked up at my Mom.
“I’ll call her later,” she said, turning back toward the TV.

The honk sounded outside. I had to hurry.
75

“Bye, Ita!” I grabbed my backpack and the mail which still came to her address.
“Ay, pero tengo unas cosas para tu Mamá.” But, I have some things for your mom.
I looked at her and began to turn towards the door, “I’ll tell my mom.”
I paused before stepping out onto the porch, but heard the honk again. Ta Taa Ta
Taaaaa!
“Mom! Ita has some things for you!”
“What?”
“Ita has some things for you!”
Our voices echoed off the concrete and each porch on the block until it disappeared at the
intersection of California St. and Brown. She paused, her brown Ford Blazer idle in the street,
pushed at her hair.
“Just bring it with you!”
I looked back at the shadowed screen door to see my grandma already bringing out a
plastic bag in her hand.
“Le compré una blusa en el town. Dile que me hable, si le gustó. No, sé por qué todo el
tiempo tiene tanta prisa.” I bought her a blouse downtown. Tell her to call me if she likes it. I
don’t know why she’s always in such a hurry.

Realizing that there was life in your family before you is odd. My mom told me how Tío
always got away with everything, while she always got the brunt of it: washing dishes while
standing on a chair, helping cook, cleaning up.
Your uncle, she said, he could do no wrong, and me, I had to bail your Ita out of her
messes, like that time…
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Your mom always took everything too seriously, Tío said. You know how your mom can
be uptight? She wasn’t always like that, before she married your dad. My mom helped her a lot,
with Angie and babysitting, just like she did with you. Your mom was just a kid, seventeen,
when she had Angie, mija. But you know your mom, just always has to prove everyone wrong.
She can do it on her own.
My sister Angie, said Ita always took care of me just like with you. Mom’s just so hard
on Ita you know? She takes for granted that Ita doesn’t have to help. Ita took us everywhere and
fed us and when she could she bought us things we wanted. Ita didn’t have to do all that. Mom
forgets all the things Ita did for her and focuses on stuff from twenty years ago. Oh! Tíos her
favorite. Oh! She wouldn’t have that house if it wasn’t for me!

“¿Ya se te olvidó que tienes Mamá?” My mom’s laugh crackled through the phone.
“Ha ha, Hi Mom.” I forced the laughter.
“What are you doing, mija?”
“You know, working, Ita, I mean Mom,” I poked at her.
“Si chistosita, It’s because I haven’t hear from you in days. Your Ita? She always
exaggerated everything. I talked to her sometimes three times a day, and there she was, telling
your uncle and your sister she hadn’t talked to me. Se olvidaba no más cuando le convenía a esa
señora.” She only forgot when it was convenient, that woman.
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Hiding Places

The house I grew up in sits in the middle of the block on California Street in the Franklin
Heights area of El Paso, within walking distance of The Point, a tall copper-colored metal pillar
overlooking the southernmost tip of the Franklin Mountains. Nestled in the armpit of the
mountain are my schools, Lamar Elementary, Wiggs Middle School, and El Paso High School.
Memories of my childhood are peppered around this red-brick craftsman’s style home, with
flakes landing on each of its twenty-five stairs; leading up to the columns of the porch where I
made mud crab-grass-filled pies and recorded myself singing “La Bamba.”
Two years had passed since I’d climbed these stairs. Now as I was doing it, my legs
trembled with each step, until I reached the porch and leaned against the cement column, my
mom fumbling with the many silver and gold keys on her key ring. Angie, my sister, held the
screen door open for her, and I stayed back, not sure of what I would find inside, afraid of the
smell.
She opened the door and we trickled in. I stood in the entryway breathing in a
combination of outside air, dry and dusty, and inside air, candle wax, sage incense, and
mothballs. My footsteps creaked on the worn wooden floor, loud against the wordless silence.
The room looked the same, with its brown paisley couch and long green oval coffee table, TV in
the corner, but it also looked different, smaller. I stared at the large silver mirror over the fire
place, and remembered how it once seemed so high, and now I could see myself from the
shoulders up. The sound of my niece, Mica, running up and down the length of the dining room
and living room floor, jolted me, the noise of her laughter and loud steps against the wood
seemed out of place in the quiet of the house.
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“Come here, Mama,” Angie called, her arms out to pick Mica up.
The four of us stood between the two rooms, afraid to walk further I suppose because
then we’d be closer to my grandma’s room. With each step I took, I measured each inhaled
breath, as if chewing a bite of something new. I wanted the house to smell the same, without a
hint of what had happened. I couldn’t handle smelling her death. I needed only to smell the
scents of a seventy-three-year-olds’ perfume, pungent, like flowers beginning to wilt.
My mom and sister walked into her room, I walked in last, placing my toe on the
flattened green carpet as if testing the temperature of a pool. I couldn’t just jump in. The bed was
bare, with only the foam top liner. My mom sat, the mattress bowed in the center. I stood frozen
in the doorway. It seemed wrong to sit on the bed where my Ita had died. Days ago she’d gone to
sleep and hadn’t woken up. Her daytime caregiver came over as scheduled but found the screen
door latched, no answer on the phone. My tío Robert broke the latch and found her, lying facing
up. He thought she was sleeping but saw her stillness, her chest no longer rising. He gave her
CPR, and then smelled the breath exhaled, stale like dead flowers in week-old water.
My mom sat on this bed, then curled onto her side, knees pulled into her stomach, and
began to cry. Her tears washed away the violation I felt, and my legs collapsed, the strings
holding me up released. My sister sat on the end of the bed, her hand on my mom’s shoulder,
Mica quiet, in her lap. Only sniffles filled the room, until my mom rose from the bed, face red
and pinched, and plopped down on the floor next to me, in front of the chest of drawers. My
sister and I looked at each other from across the room, then back at my mom, as she pulled open
the sock drawer. Pair by pair she squeezed the socks tight, making sure nothing was in them,
until she’d made a mountain of socks.
“What should we do with these?” she asked.
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The question hung in the air, my sister and I unsure what she wanted to hear.
“We can make a donate pile and sell the things we think we can,” Angie said, her voice
high, each word a question in itself.
“Okay, whatever you girls think,” my mom said, wiping at her cheeks. “You know more
about that stuff than I do.”
Angie and I cleaned the house out that day. My mom faded into the background,
watching my niece as we cleaned and separated my Ita’s life into piles, room by room of the
house’s first floor: two bedrooms, laundry room, kitchen, bathroom, living and dining room. We
played CD after CD of all her favorite music, Javier Solis, Amelia Mendoza, and Vicente
Fernandez. The music always made me wonder what broken hearts they’d suffered though to
hold that raw pain in their voice. With each room I began to understand. Closets filled with
clothes from every era, wigs, shoes, coats, empty cream jars filled with jewelry, money hidden in
the pockets of pants she hadn’t worn in a decade. Behind the stove we found a manila envelope
filled with gold jewelry. In an eye-shadow palette we found an empty white envelope from the
bank. We found old black and white pictures at the bottom of a closet, Styrofoam mannequin
heads without wigs and with faded faces, three cans of never-opened Lysol and empty yogurt
containers. I never realized how much stuff she’d accumulated, some of which I didn’t
understand why she had.
Many of the items had a story. These were the only moments when my mom’s face
seemed like her own, bright, caught in the memory playing in her mind.
“Mom, look at this dress!” I yelled out, holding a black dress with pink and purple
flowers growing up from the bottom.
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“I think there’s a picture of your grandma wearing that dress, somewhere.” She looked
around as if to find it. “I wore it when I was a teenager, I think to a dance. I thought I looked
hot!” She laughed, then stopped short as if she wasn’t allowed to laugh.
“Hey, I wore that dress, too!” My sister said fingering the light chiffon fabric. “Ita let me
borrow it. There’s a picture.”
“Cool! Can I have it?” I asked.
“Mija, you girls can take anything you want,” she said squeezing Mica closer to her as
she napped. “Your Ita would have liked it.”
Later I cleaned out the china cabinet filled with the same glasses and plates I’d cleaned as
a little girl standing on a chair.
“She has so much stuff!” I said pulling out the eighth glass of a set.
“Ay, mija, your grandma was born in 1931, in the depression, four of them with your
aunts and uncle. They learned to use everything, not to throw anything away. Pobrecita de mi
mamá, creció muy pobre.” My poor mom was raised very poor.

On the fourth day I showed up to the house with a three-and-a-half-half-bottle of Pinot
Grigio hangover and lunch from Taco Tote. Still drunk, I ate with zeal, pouring red chile on my
pork-adobado taco. One hour in, in her pink bathroom, I hunched over, red chile burning its way
up my chest and into my mouth and nose, so dehydrated the chewed pieces of spicy meat lodged
themselves in my throat. I coughed, eyes wet, the pain from the four days still worse than the
food and bile heaving from my body. Afterwards, I rinsed my mouth, my hands propping me up
on each side of the sink, my face red and splotchy in the mirror, my eyes still filled with tears. I
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closed my eyes, put my hands down, and looked away. I tried to sort through more things, but
that day, I didn’t have any more fight.
My mom convinced my sister to call it a day after two more trips to the bathroom.
Walking to the car, my sister said, “Great, now we’ve wasted a day because you had to go out
and party last night.” I didn’t respond, got into the passenger seat and stared out the window
through dark sunglasses. On the drive home Angie pulled over twice for me to throw up. I stood
on the side of the silver SUV retching, my whole body shuddering from the force, my eyes
closed with each heave, my face red and tear streaked, when I got back into the car.
“Maybe you shouldn’t drink for a while,” Angie said as she patted my thigh. I nodded
once, telling her I understood, and turned toward the window again.

A week later I flew home to Dallas, with a suitcase filled with dresses, blouses, perfume,
jewelry. My sister stayed for another week to finish getting the house in order. At the El Paso
airport I hugged her tight for a long time. “I’m sorry I have to go back,” I whispered in her ear.
Nordstrom wouldn’t give me anymore time off. I knew I was leaving her alone with my mom,
who sat in a trance staring at memories no one else could see and my tío who had a pile of things
in the corner of the living room he wanted, but made excuses each time for why he couldn’t take
them. Riding the escalator up to security I had the urge to turn, run back and forget everything,
my job, apartment, leave it all, the force so strong my stomach turned and knotted itself into a
rock, but I looked forward, unblinking, my feet anchored to the metal staircase propelling me
away. The memories in piles of my Ita lay sorted into stacks throughout her home, down the
twenty five concrete stairs, onto California Street, down the block, past Brown Street away from
El Paso High and my childhood.
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Things Which Float to the Top

I am a soup on the stove
blue orange gassed fueled fire
heating me up s l o w l y
I start to simmer.

tiny bubbles disturb
wriggle across the
smooth soupy surface
tiny irritations in life
I cannot control.

tomato liquid erupts
the people who’ve failed,
I avoid, they'll see
themselves sinking
to the murky bottom

the people I trusted
with my heart, raw
only to be as careless
as the man who blackened, burned
.
I am a soup on the stove.
the blue orange gassed fueled fire
has not increased. Only
the heat in the soup has.

I gurgle, splash, the extra
ingredients, salt, pepper,
onion, seethe, scald over time
rising hot humid steam.

tiny cubes, beige chicken bounce
off the metal bottom of the pot
rise to the surface
things I wish to avoid.
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Heavy problems sink down
the dark bottom seen
in spaces such as these

they are my dad, the man,
who deserves to be chicken
and my grandma who died
without letting me say good-bye

how selfish of her.

I spill over, tomato-base soup
bleeding in front of the world.

it gawks, eyes open wide, unblinking
I froth over my own reflection,
spilling, pooling, mess

I can't stop laughing.
laughter. bubbling up
joining the simmering surface

I am a soup on the stove
the blue orange gassed fueled fire is
bursting, popping with each drop
running, down the steamy metal pot

my life boiling ripples moving
across the surface they geyser
dome like burst in the agitation
of my soup
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Los Maridos

Manuel R. Lopez
“I think your Ita and he got married in 1951. I think my mom was 20. She was born in
’31 and he was 22, so he was born in ‘33. They got married here in El Paso, but then left to Los
Angeles for him to find a job. I think they stayed with my aunt Sally till they got their own place.
I’m not sure though.” My mom stopped to take a sip of coffee.
“They were together for a couple years. She had your uncle and me. I was only fifteen
days old when he came home after being out all night and your Ita and he were arguing walking
up the stairs to our apartment—you know how your grandma was—and he turned and punched
her. My mom almost fell down the stairs except a neighbor came out to check on the noise and
your Ita fell against him. If not? He would have killed my mom.”
“My mom had it after that. It wasn’t the first time this happened, okay? She went upstairs
and got one of your uncle’s metal roller toys, the kind with two wheels, when it was rolled, little
balls inside a dome bounced around.” My mom stopped and moved her right hand like a jellyfish bouncing off the palm of her left.
“And she went to town on him. Then she went to town on his car, broke out the
headlights, cracked the windshield. He left for El Paso that night, and they said, I don’t know if
this is true.” My mom shrugged, head tilted to the right. “He showed up with a black eye and a
broken arm.”

Salvador Moreno
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“I think your Ita met him when I was a year maybe a year-and-half old. Salvador treated
her like she was an angel. Mama Lupe, her mom, told her he was a good man, affectionate with
your uncle and me. He carried me everywhere. I don’t know how long they courted, but when
they got married it he got jealous and possessive. When they were married they ran into the
donor and his vieja—”
“The donor? You mean your dad?” I asked.
“Yes, the donor. They were at a market there in L.A. and got into it. Salvador beat the
crap out of the donor. ‘¿Cómo le ha sabido los chingazo de un hombre?’ How were the punches
of a man? Salvador asked after the donor when he was all bloodied up,” my mom smiled big
every time she told the story of her Dad being beaten up by Salvador.
“When she found out what Salvador was really like she left for El Paso,” she tilted her
head and looked up at the beige ceiling of the restaurant, “I don’t really know, he killed Robert
Perales here in El Paso, so maybe they came back together.”
“Salvador killed someone while he was married to Ita?” I asked.
“Yes, when he was in jail your Ita filed for divorce and that’s when he broke out of jail.
They say he jumped out the window and broke both ankles but back then the prisoners wore
combat boots, so he strapped them tighter and went after your grandma. I don’t know how he
found out where we lived.”
Mom reached for her coffee again and poured more cream, the coffee closer to the color
of milk than the brown coffee beans.
“He pointed the gun at your Ita and fired, but the gun was so well oiled it kept slipping.
After the shootout with the cops they found him lying back, bent from the knees with a hole in
the back of his head, the same way he’d killed Robert Perales. I remember blood on my little
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white shoe. It’d fallen on the ground when your grandma ran toward the police with your uncle
and me. Thank God, que no mato a mi mama.” He didn’t kill my mom.
My mom looked down at the table as if seeing her little white bloodied shoe on the
ground.

Pete Guevarra
“She was already with Pete when that Salvador tried to kill her. They met at the Tex-togs,
the manufacturing company she worked at. They made clothes, pants, well, all kinds of clothes.”
Mom waved her hand across the table. “I don’t remember a lot about Pete.”
“Was he nicer? Than the others?” I asked.
“Well, they fought. One time they got into an argument and he grabbed a dinner knife
and my mom grabbed a fork and stabbed him on the side of the head. When he tried to punch it
out with your grandma, he always got the raw end of the deal. Always got laid out. He couldn’t
outbox her, and my mom? Nada. And Pete wasn’t a small man. He just wasn’t fast enough for
her. Aside from the fights, they liked to go out dancing, drinking. They liked to party. The funny
part is their fights only happened when they were sober.
“When I was about six, we lived on North El Paso Street, 811, that was it, and they were
separated. She caught him with another woman and filed for divorce.”

Tony Bustamante
“I was seven or eight when they first got together. Tony was a hunk.” Mom laughed big
from her belly. “He was a paratrooper in the army, instructor, I think a master sergeant. I think
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my mom knew his brother, Henry and they met through him. We moved to 815 North El Paso
Street a little farther up, and Pete came looking for my mom when she and Tony were married,
but?” My mom shrugged.
“They were very happy. My mom was very happy. We went to picnics. She was with him
for a while, because by then I was 11. I hadn’t realized they’d been together that long,” my mom
paused for a moment, remembering things only she could see, then smiled, without showing her
teeth, lips pursed together.
“It’s the happiest I remember seeing my mom. She said he was the love of her life. When
pregnant with that ectopic pregnancy, she almost died. She had a hemorrhage and her tube
ruptured. They couldn’t find her veins and they put what they call a bull needle to flush her with
blood. The doctor told us the following seventy-two hours after this were crucial. But my mom
was a little fighter. When she came home, things were normal for a while, but then things
changed. I think maybe it was all too much.”

Jose Luis Santoyo
“They lived together for a couple of years. I was about thirteen. He lost his job and left
out of town to find work, and we were supposed to move with him, wherever he found work, and
she never heard from him again. My mom really liked him. He was really sweet to her, too nice
maybe." Mom smiled her eyes looking down at the table.
“When he got back she was already with Choco. He said he’d written her letters,
proposing, but she never got them. They stayed friends till she passed away.”

Pablo “Choco” Garcia
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“I don’t remember how old I was when they got together,” she said, reaching for the
sugar. “He worked for Asarco. I think they met when my mom was working as a bartender at the
D’Carlo. I don’t really remember anything about him. They didn’t fight like the others. When
they were living together she found out he was married and they split up because he wouldn’t get
a divorce.”
“But why?” I asked.
“Who knows?” My mom curled her lips up. “They got back together after your Ita left
Gil for a little bit, a year, maybe a year and half, but that was it.”

Gilberto Contreras
“She met Gil at the Azteca, bartending there, too. They started going out. Gil wasn’t bad
looking, and he really spoiled her. When they first started dating, Tony found my mom at the
Azteca and set a date to meet with her. But somebody gave Gil the heads up. He showed up and
your Ita couldn’t leave to meet Tony. Gil was always jealous, but not as much as the others.”
“Why didn’t she just leave?” I asked
“I don’t know, mija. I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.”
“What else about Gil? What do you remember?”
“When they were married, they were happy, as long as they weren’t drinking. When he
drank he turned into a real asshole. As long as he didn’t drink he was fine. They got into a big
fight when I was pregnant with your sister, and I hit Gil with the handset of the telephone, and
my mom told me not to get involved. He wasn’t stupid, though. He didn’t try to duke it out with
your grandma. He’d hit her, then hug her so she couldn’t hit him. That’s how he head-butted her
and left that scar on her forehead, like a little V.” My mom touched the center of her forehead at
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the edge of her hairline. “They got divorced, I can’t remember when, but Gil never really left her
alone. Well, you remember, mija?”
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III
Di si encontraste en mi pasado
Una razón para quererme...
o para olvidarme
Pides cariño, pides olvido
Si te conviene
No llames corazón
Lo que tú tienes...
De mi pasado
Preguntas todo
Que cómo fue;
Si antes de amar
Debe tenerse fe;
Dar por un querer
La vida misma sin morir
Eso es cariño
No lo que hay en ti...
Yo para querer
No necesito una razón
Me sobra mucho,
Pero mucho corazón...
—Excerpt Mucho Corazón by Amalia Mendoza

Ita singing to Mom while cooking 1970’s
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Planes of Her Face

We drove down Alameda Street to La Paz funeral home. I hadn’t been home to El Paso in
two years, and when I did come to visit it was usually so quick I didn’t have time for much. I
stared out the car window to look for the store where my grandma Ita, took me for Tico Tico, my
favorite Mexican candy, a spicy, sugary chili powder and corn on the cob with butter and chili
powder. It was, but it had changed names. A poster board in the window said “Elotes
Preparados,” and for a moment I opened my mouth to ask my sister Angie, to stop but caught
myself, and mashed by back against the furrow in the seat.
Outside, the sun shined, we parked and stood in front of the building, light bright in my
eyes, the air warm even though it was September. We walked into the small viewing room. A
swell of panic bubbled up into my chest, stiffening and contracting my muscles like falling
dominoes. My jaw clenched, and I felt the urge to run, to step back from the direction I was
headed. There were no windows in the small, beige room, only dim fluorescent lighting which
cast shadows across faces and corners that already hovered in darkness. I willed my feet, lifting
first right, then left, to move in a forward motion. I knew I would regret not seeing her one last
time before the cremation. My mom, Tío, Angie and I were the only ones that were going to see
her before it happened. Somewhere my mom remembered Ita saying she didn’t want to be
buried, because the worms would eat her, and she didn’t want anyone to see her dead. I smiled
when my mom told us this. They sounded like my grandma’s words, like her vanity. She
wouldn’t have wanted people to see her dead, or for someone else to have painted her up like a
clown version of herself.
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As my family walked down the small aisle, I lingered behind my mom and uncle, their
bodies crumbling before I even heard the tears. My mom’s back heaved up and down, like a
small seizure, as the ache she felt escaped with a low unnatural sound, deep, like someone about
to die. My body stiffened, so rigid I thought I’d break if touched.
My uncle sniffed and wiped at his cheeks with the palm of his right hand, stood and
stared, his hand rubbing my mom’s back in a circle. They were cutouts, blocking my view, and I
stayed back, waiting for a sign that she was still going to look like my grandma. The soles of my
shoes scratched against the thin carpet as I moved forward, holding my breath. I looked down at
my grandma, sleeping, the sheet from her bed white with little yellow and brown flowers,
wrapped around her like a cocoon, a butterfly getting ready to fly.
I began to choke, my throat on fire, my chest shrinking in on itself being vacuum packed,
as I willed myself not to walk away, not to run out of the tight beige room. Angie broke down
beside me, crying, shaking my grandma, “Wake up, Ita! Wake up!” The volume of her cries
magnified by the imminent silence and the speechless sounds of our grief. I shrunk further inside
myself, until everything was compacted so closely, it hurt to take a breath, my lungs unable to
expand. Mute, I found solace in smoothing my grandma’s thin hair back, tracing the slightly
flattened bridge of her nose, broken in a fight, by a her friend Suzi’s boyfriend. Like the blind, I
traced the planes of her face with my right hand, willing myself not to forget what she looked
and felt like, the texture of her skin no longer warm.
I stood at her side longer than the rest of my family, running my fingertips across her
face, trying to make the last imprint she would make on my life. My family faded into the
background, their noises the soundtrack to this moment, as I stared at her sleeping face and tried
to imagine her getting ready for bed, the nightly ritual I had seen countless times. I saw the faded
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little girl image of myself sitting in the center of the bed watching as she sang to herself,
smoothed cream onto her face, as she’d gone to sleep with the small radio murmuring on her
nightstand, watching as she had died alone.
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Seven

Seven: The number of things about, my grandma Ita we never talk about.
“Seven," we say in low whispers even if we’re sitting in our living rooms. Someone might
hear us.
Seven miscarriages, eight aunts and uncles including my one uncle, who’s alive.
“What happened?” I ask. “What was wrong?”
But I get no answer.
I imagine what it would have been like to have eight aunts and uncles. I imagine four aunts,
four uncles, and my mom, their names, Lucilla, Margarita, Josephina, Guadalupe, my mom
Leticia, Antonio Jr., Alfredo, Francisco, and my tío Roberto, all similar in age, only a year or two
apart. Antonio Jr. lives in Denver. Josephina and Margarita live in Los Angeles. My mom, Tío
Roberto, Guadalupe, Lucilla and Francisco all stay in El Paso. Alfredo lives in Houston. We’d
have a family reunion every year and they would all come back to El Paso with cousins and
husbands. I’ve imagined their whole lives.
Tía Joséphina, a lesbian, brings her partner, Mia, and daughter-in-law, Jessica. Tía José is
very pretty, curly dark hair and light-brown almond eyes which glow against her cappuccino
skin. My Ita says, “Pero esta tan bonita, no sé qué le paso a mija.” But she is so pretty. I don’t
know what happened with my daughter. As if something had to happen to make her gay. We
treat Jessica, like our cousin even though she isn’t really, unless she gets a snotty attitude about
being from L.A. Then we just ignore her. We try not to giggle later when she gets pregnant at
sixteen. “Oooo, but I’m from L.A.,” I say to my cousin Lucy, Tía Lucilla’s daughter.
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Tía Lucilla has Lucy and Mario. Lucy is my closest cousin because we grew up together.
My mom and Tía Lucilla are also the closest because they were pregnant with us at the same
time. She is going through a hard time right now, her eyes always shiny, because she divorced
Uncle Paco last year after being married for twenty years. My Mom jokes, and says, “Que
aguante.” Such a tolerance for putting up with him. She always thought Uncle Paco wasn’t good
enough for Tía Lucy. My Mom is just like that though. Even if they’re the best people, well-off,
loving, romantic, they’re never good enough for her brothers and sisters.
Tía Rita—we call her that because the name Margarita is too long—has three kids, Marco,
Alberto, and Antonio. They’re cool, have good jobs, Marco a bus driver and Antonio owns a dry
cleaners. They both help Tía Rita, except for Albert. He got into trouble when we were all
younger and is in jail for drugs. We don’t talk about that, though. It was very hard on Tía Rita
and her hair went from jet black to a wiry silver gray in a year. Now she dyes it, but it looks
harsh against her pale skin, highlighting the hollows of the heartache Albert put there.
Tío Paco, not the Uncle Paco that married into the family but our tío Paco, has been
married three times. We joke and tell him the fourth time is a charm because of Ita and Tony, the
fourth husband that stuck. We say Tío Paco is a mujeriego, a womanizer, because he has six
kids, two from each wife. I’ve seen old black and white pictures of him. He was handsome. Now,
he’s softened in the jaw, the skin hanging just a little like a balloon losing its air. Some of his
kids, like the oldest Terry and Frank Jr., from his second wife, come to the family reunions and
visit my Ita often. But the others don’t. They hate their dad, and although I can understand—
because my own dad wasn’t around either—I still love my tío Paco. They look the most like him
out of all of his kids, though, dark hair, brown eyes, light skin. I wonder if they hate a little bit of
themselves, too.
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Tío Prieto—that’s what we call Alfredo because he’s dark, dark like a cocoa bean—lives in
Houston with his high school sweetheart. He is the only one of the siblings who hasn’t gotten
divorced has been married since he was twenty. He has two kids, James and Mercedes. They
don’t really speak any Spanish. The rest of us at least understand, but they think they are gringos
even though they are as dark as Tío Prieto Ita says, “Ay, si, muy gringos con el culo prieto.” Oh
yes, so white with a brown ass. We laugh at them behind their backs and imitate the way they
say things like tort-til-las and tah-cos when they aren’t around. Marco will say, “Who am I?
Who am I? Can we have Tah-cos for dinner?” and the cousins all laugh. Tío Prieto gets mad at
us but he smiles while he does it, so I think he laughs too.
Tío Tony, Jr., works for the FBI and doesn’t talk much about his work. It’s top secret. He’s
always in black slacks and tucked-in polo shirts, with aviators, even on Sundays. He is the
youngest of the brothers and sisters and lives in Denver. Tony is his dad, and Tony, Jr. his only
real son.
When Ita met Tony he was a paratrooper. In their wedding picture he’s tall and towers over
Ita in her powder blue dress suit, she looks even smaller than she is. My mom and Tío Roberto
were 6 and 7 when Ita married him. I imagine Tony as kind and understanding, a dad to
everyone; he had to be, because Ita always said Tony was the love of her life.
The family reunions are filled with music from ‘Chente and Amalia Menodoza, Juanga, and
oldies from the aunts and uncles’ youth. We explain Pandora to Tío Paco every reunion, but he
still makes comments like, “Wow, this is a good station! Can you record these songs for me?”
The house filled with laughter, so much food, lots of drinks, and the clinks and clanks of always
washing some dish, each branch of the family cooks a different dish for the reunion. Tacos de
carne molida and asada, red enchiladas, rice, beans, ribs from the grill, macaroni salad, store-
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bought sandwiches that Tía Jose brings because she can’t cook (she fried an egg and left a big
black greasy stain on Ita’s yellow kitchen wall), mole and fried chicken. We also make trips to
Chico’s Tacos and Good Luck Café. They’d never visit El Paso without eating Good Luck tacos.
The smaller ones that are starting to appear—Mica, Ale, Carlos, and Temo—yell and
scream while they play, or cry and run to Mom when something goes wrong. Ale, my niece, runs
to my sister Angie the most. “Mom, they hurt my feelings,” she says tears streaming, her mouth
so squished the words come out like mushed baby food. If a new boyfriend or girlfriend comes,
sometimes they leave after falling asleep on the sofa, or worse, leave early because we are all too
much for them, the noise, the jokes. When they leave my Ita calls them “Desabridos.” Tasteless
and no fun, and she and Tony laugh as she puts her hand on his thinning leg. I imagine them
laughing at this joke from the very beginning of their marriage, fifty years ago, if they were still
alive today.
We spend the first weekend in May together, before it gets too hot in El Paso, eating and
drinking, talking and dancing, listening to ‘Chente and Javier, our voices mingling to make
music unique to our family, a symphony of English and Spanish, accents, jokes, stories, and
laughter. I make the Bloody Marys for the tío’s and tía’s in the morning. Ita and Tony, when the
whole family is together, joke and poke at each other like two teenagers She’d always wanted
love and a big family to fill her house with noise and laughter.
But instead of eight aunts and uncles, it’s just, my mom, my tío Roberto, and sister Angie,
her house quiet and filled with the echo of telenovelas and an infrequent-ringing phone.

“But Mom, seven miscarriages?
"No, just one. Tony's baby. My mom, well, she wasn’t the same after that.”
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“I guess we’re lucky that you and Tío were already born then, huh? But the others? What
do you mean not the same?”
“You know that last baby, your grandma wanted it so badly. She was married to Tony
then—”
“That was her fourth husband, right?”
“Yes, Tony, she loved him. She always said that he was el amor de su vida, the love of her
life. I think that’s why she was happy she could finally have the baby, but it was an ectopic
pregnancy and she almost died. She always said that Diosito had punished her for the all the
others, because this one she’d wanted the most.”
“What do you mean punished?
“Ay, mija, it was the fifties and your grandma was working two jobs, a line supervisor in a
textile factory, before she hurt her back, then tended bar at The Azteca, right there off Stanton, at
night, just to support your uncle and me. She wouldn’t have been able to support, all of us. No
one knew about birth control then. She did what she had to do, and went to Juarez, para que la
curaran.” So she could be cured.
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Caldio de Ita

“When you miss Ita, make this caldio she made you as a child.”
Prep Time 15 mins
Cook Time 30 mins
Servings: 5

Ingredients:

1 package of beef stew meat

1 can mixed vegetables

1 onion, chopped

1 can tomato sauce

1 garlic clove minced

1/4 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon of vegetable oil

1/8 teaspoon ground black pepper

Directions:
1. Heat oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add onions, garlic, and cook, stirring
occasionally. until onions are soft. Try not to cry with garlic and onion sizzling, reminding you
of your childhood spent in cramped yellow kitchens chopping the onions before they went in the
pan.
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2. Stir in beef stew and continue cooking until meat is browned. Stir it by flicking your
wrist clockwise, or else it will stick and you’ll have huge brown beef, onion, and garlic, clumps
like the ones stuck in your throat like the day you vomited cleaning out her house.
3. Pour meat mixture into a soup pot. Be careful not to burn yourself. You’re not sure
what to put on burns since you found out butter smeared on your wound like your grandma used
to do isn’t really the right thing to do, and it only cooks your skin a little.
4. Mix in a can of mixed vegetables, a can of tomato sauce, then rinse the leftover tomato
sauce from the can before you throw it away—it’s wasteful—and pour in about 3 cups of
water—it depends if you want it more caldoso, soupy, or mas espeso, thicker, like a stew—and
bring to a boil. Salt and pepper to taste, but, remember: too much salt isn’t good for you.

Footnotes
Cook’s Notes:
The caldio is easy to make and will last for days.
You can also add chile for flavor. When you eat this you’ll be able to taste the yellow
kitchen and feel the warmth of her hands as she helped you scoop the onions into the black cast
iron pan.
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Tastes Like God

I woke up hungry, a deep hunger down in the fissure of my belly. It called for a mental
flip of a Rolodex of meals. I hoped I’d find what I craved. I raced through my morning ritual of
brushing my teeth, washing, and coiffing my hair. Before leaving I paused in front of the white
bathroom mirror, “Today is going to be a good day. Today is going to be a good day. Today is
going to be a good day.” It had become a necessity six months ago. Each word came out with an
exhaled breath into my mouth, fell from my lips, into the sink, and circled the drain.
On the way to work I settled on an Asiago cheese bagel. As I chewed, I lingered over the
bready, moist ball I moved around in my mouth before swallowing.
At lunch, I was still hungry, a shrimp po’ boy sandwich, no, chicken pomme frites.
Alone, I dined on a luscious meal of creamy Yukon gold potato jalapeno soup, each spoonful
dissolving on my tongue, the salad of tequila lime shrimp savory, plump, explosions in my
mouth. I was happy, my stomach full, until I got back to work.
I forced a smile the rest of the afternoon and answered phones only to give verbatim
answers to customers who had the same questions about their home insurance as the ones I’d
answered before. I gave Susan a toothy smile, a co-worker who made comments as if speaking to
herself, “I hate this paper!” as she pulled at her printer. Then she asked in a sugar-laden voice
which brought on an involuntary cringe, “Don’t you hate this paper, Angie?” When I pretended
not to hear, “Well,” she said, “don’t you, Angie?” All I could do was show as many gritted teeth
as possible and hoped it passed for a smile.
At dinner, I made my Ita’s tacos, humming quietly as I cooked, thankful she had shown
me the secret to making them. Ground beef and potato seasoned in only a way she could have
102

taught me, a fried hard shell, layered with Muenster cheese, crisp lettuce, a firm tomato wedge, a
white onion sliver, and red chile de árbol salsa. I chewed, letting each bite take me back to her
small yellow kitchen when she was alive.
“I’ve been so hungry!” I said, “But I don’t know what I want.” I watched her cook
sizzling refried beans with cheese in a heavy black pan, only the back of her reddish brown hair,
in a French twist, held together by numerous bobby pins visible.
“Nothing sounds good,” I complained, arranging salt and pepper shakers and other
condiments in the center of her yellow plastic flowered table cloth.
“Tienes hambre de Dios!” her voice sang out operatically as she looked at me with her
left eyebrow kissing her hairline.
“Aye, Ita.”
My laugh echoed in the kitchen as I remembered. The rest of the meal I heard her voice
singing out “Tienes hambre de Dios!” as I reached for another taco, then another.
Days later, I continued to eat everything I came into contact with. I felt like a badly shot
gun taking out everything in my sights. I ate butterflied garlic bread with pasta al dente in a
crème sauce, the richness satisfying the growing, empty ache inside me. I ate Skittles and
Starburst, hoping the sticky sugar would nauseate me into submission. I ate a greasy Jumbo Jack
at two am from Jack in the Box and a thick, creamy spoon of peanut butter in my kitchen at
seven am. I pressed it against the roof of my mouth and let the clump of thick peanut butter
dissolve as I stared out into the darkened window of my kitchen. The moments before it melted
away, I felt my chest relax. Then the tightness I had become accustomed to returned.
I went to the grocery store and ate while I shopped. A man stopped to ask me if I would
be paying for the eaten apple, pear and candy bar. I raised my left eyebrow and looked down at
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the fat cart filled with a rotisserie chicken, Lays, Wholly Guacamole, bloody ground beef and
asked, “What do you think?” Melted chocolate not yet swallowed in my mouth showed him a
gooey spider web only there to trap more food. Each time I ate, I heard my Ita’s voice: “Tienes
hambre de Dios!”
Weeks went by and the hunger would not abate. Only when eating did I feel the breath
move easily in and out of my body. Desperate to stop, I went to the first church I saw. “¡Tienes
hambre de Dios!” I heard again, as I walked into the stained glass cathedral. I knelt and crossed
myself as I’d been taught before taking a seat in the pew. I waited for the calm I needed to
overcome me. As I smelled the scent of candle wax and incense, I remembered sitting in a
similar church on a similar pew, only not so alone.
The white-robed priest stood in front of a full congregation, speaking of good will and
loving thy neighbor. We went to Spanish mass every Sunday without fail. Each time the mass
got to the handshaking portion I leaned toward my grandma.
“Ita, I don’t want to shake people’s hands,” I whispered, wiping my damp palms on my
jeans.
“Tienes que,” she hissed back, “¿No le darías la mano a Diosito?”
I slouched, my ten-year-old body making a question mark against the unbending pew,
and looked at my scuffed Vans, ashamed. It wasn’t until everyone stood to shake hands when the
shame faded and I began to fiddle with my shoe laces to avoid the people. My grandma was
ready for me, though, and elbowed me in the side.
“Que la paz este contigo,” I mumbled as strangers’ hands grasped my palm and squeezed.
Their hands felt dry compared to my clammy palm, or clammier, which made my mouth twist
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even more. The two minutes felt longer than the mass, but done, Ita looked at me and smiled, as
if to say, “¿Ves?” with her eyebrow raised.

I sat staring at the empty seat beside me and waited for the hunger to subside, but it only
seemed to worsen. My stomach’s growls crescendoed my insides twisting and turning in on
themselves. My stomach contorted itself into knots and a hunger pain wrenched through me so
strong I doubled over. My black loafers lost in the darkness as I gazed up at Jesus with his open
arms. He looked like a candied icon inviting me in. I was the only one among rows of chocolate
pew bars and candied icons inviting me to take a bite. My cheeks burned, I felt the flush creeping
down into my body as I leaned forward, my teeth sinking in, and I bit, hard. I rolled a rich
smooth flavor along my tongue, water-falling down to my hot center, with each bite a coolness
extinguishing the burn of my mouth, my chest, my stomach. I couldn’t stop; it hurt to.
Before I knew what was happening, I was eating the pews. Then, I ate St. Michael and St.
Lazarus. I walked up to God and broke off his opened palmed hand and bit his thumb, the
lightness of pound cake and the smooth creamy flavor of tiramisu. I sank to my knees. God
tasted better than anything I’d ever had. I ate and ate and ate until I thought I could eat no more. I
finished God and went to the window panes made of spun sugar. I ate the confessional box and
the combination of dark chocolate and nuts almost had me, but still I kept eating.
I kept eating until there was nothing left but a dog-eared black leather bible in my mouth,
the pages folding back like layers of a light pastry turnover. Finished, I sat on an empty lot, my
stomach swollen and distended. Just when I thought I was satisfied, I felt a tremble rise from my
toes into my chest and into my throat, and my mouth opened. A great burp escaped from my
mouth as well as a burning heave which made my eyes water and sting. A piece of soggy dog-
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eared Bible landed in front of me on the dirty floor, half chewed. I looked down at the mutilated
flaky pages, then up, eyes damp, at the darkened sky, absent of stars.
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IV

The point of music is discovered in every moment of playing and listening to it. It is the same, I
feel, with the greater part of our lives, and if we are unduly absorbed in improving them we may
forget altogether to live them.
—Alan N. Watts

Ita, Tío, and me early ‘80’s
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At The End

Being in my childhood home in El Paso for two weeks, then returning to a bed I’d missed
in Dallas was jarring. The white-washed version of my life resumed where it had left off, but a
large black suitcase sat in the corner of my second-floor bedroom, unpacked, holding in the
smells of my childhood; gardenia and Avon bath oil. A week after I came home from El Paso, I
had my first dream about my grandma.
I sat in awe at a round cherry-red table, in black over-stuffed barstools, with my great
Aunt Tillie. I looked at the people around me, at their bright clothes, at the speakers playing
“Young at Heart.” I’d just popped into a Rock Hudson movie, bright Technicolor reds, blues
and yellows everywhere. The bar all streamlined clean lines and minimalist designs, I expected
to see Bobby Darin splish-splashing among the crowd with a remote that could control
everything from lighting to pouring my next vodka tonic.
My aunt was talking. I saw her glossy red lips moving, but I didn’t hear a word. I kept
looking around, scanning faces, searching for someone but I just didn’t know who. The urge to
move, to find what I was looking for, traveled up my silver strappy-heeled feet to my chest
where I felt a pull from an invisible string. Like a puppet, I got up, leaving my Aunt midsentence in a conversation I hadn’t heard. I waded through groups of people, talking, laughing,
martinis in hand, towards the bar. I looked down at the bright sapphire dress I wore and found
something familiar in the large round buttons. I fingered them, felt the thick, glossy plastic,
trying to remember where I’d seen them before, a tickle in my memory, when someone bumped
me from behind. I looked trying to find where the elbow had come from; when I saw a face I’d
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only seen in photos. My grandma, younger than I’d ever seen her, smiled at me from across the
bar.
My hand fell away from the button, the string at my center pulling me toward her. She
didn’t seem to move, but the harder I tried to get to her, the farther away she got. The crowd of
charcoal gray suits and pink-manicured hands holding drinks doubled in front of me. The music
changed, “Shake, Rattle and Roll” spilling from the speakers, louder, the tempo making
everyone between us shimmy, and shake, to the beat. I saw the top of the black dress she wore, a
cigarette holder in her black-gloved left hand, her hair dark, in a sleek chignon high on her head,
an image I’d seen many times in photos.
I pressed against the people dancing in front of me, oblivious to the elbows and shoulders
I shoved against them, but they continued shaking and wiggling, smiles large and toothy even as
I pushed with all my weight. I tried to reach her but couldn’t make any progress. The
Technicolor people pushed against me, swallowing me with their thick polyester fabrics and
glossy smiles, faster, all moving against the direction I yearned to reach.
She smiled, shiny red lips, nodding me on, but I couldn’t reach the face, the body I
wanted to encircle in my arms. The harder I fought, pushed, shoved, stepped on, elbowed, the
farther away she moved. I heaved, my body pulled in one direction but shoved in another. I
stared, eyes wide, as the crowd began to swallow her. My throat constricted and my chest
tightening, I couldn’t breathe but I cried her name out, strangled against the people multiplying
between us. But she only waved at me with her gloved hand and smiled, an embrace that woke
me with tears stinging my eyes.
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Communion

We couldn’t find a church to hold a service for Ita, my grandma. The Catholic Church
doesn’t approve of being cremated, an unnecessary burden on us while planning the service. The
three of us—Mom, my sister Angie, and me—sat at a Village Inn looking at other people’s
obituaries trying to figure out what to write. We’d never written an obituary before, so we took
bits and pieces from others’ loss and made them our own over coffee.
We split up the list of things. I found the urn online, a pretty Asian-theme-wrapped brass.
She’d liked Asian-themed items when she was alive and I imagined her standing over my
shoulder, pointing and saying, “Esa, Prieta.” My sister found the church, Holy Spirit of Hope
farther down on Alameda Street, from where we’d said our own goodbyes to her at the funeral
home. I looked at the old buildings, faded bright pinks and greens, with hand painted signs and
turned away. The street smelled of used car lots and dark neighborhood bars. I’d fought to have
her buried at the church we’d gone to when I was small, Sacred Heart nestled in Segundo Barrio,
an old neighborhood in El Paso where my grandma had grown up, but the church had refused.
After seeing my Ita before they cremated her, the service seemed like an afterthought. I’d
said my goodbyes tracing the planes of her face before she was taken her away. The church mass
was for everyone else. We stood, Mom, Angie, Tío Robert and his wife at the time in the front
pew. My Aunt Sally, Aunt Tillie, and Uncle Féo, my grandma’s siblings, and their families sat
on the other side of the aisle. They asked over and over, “Licha wanted to be cremated?”
People I didn’t know came up to hug me, and I pulled away with a pat on the back. I felt
my body stiffen and the impatience I tried to swallow as they whispered, “I’m sorry" and “She
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loved you all very much” to each of us. These people didn’t know. The smell of incense and
candles took me right back to Sunday church with my Ita, when she scolded me for not wanting
to shake hands. I pressed my lips together. I never went to church as an adult.
As the sermon started, I watched people’s faces, somber, unsmiling, tears sliding down
their cheeks. I didn’t want to cry, not here. My mom sat beside me, lost, drowning in a world
only she could see. She stared up at the cross on the wall, with the question on her face, “Why?”
all through the sermon. The priest allowed us to play some of my grandma’s favorite music,
Amalia Mendoza and Javier Solis, and my mom sang loud, her voice low and heavy next to me.
When it was time to give the host for the mass, my uncle stood, turned back toward my
mom, and she just stared. My throat closed but I managed to whisper, “Do you want me to go,
Mom?” She nodded without saying a word, and I stood with my uncle, holding the dish of
communion hosts as the church formed a line to the altar. “Peace be with you,” I mumbled over
and over as they took the small white circles, “Peace be with you,” as each person put the small
piece of God on their tongue to dissolve. I looked at their faces drawn and haggard, and wanted
to yell, “That’s not God! He won’t fill you!” but I nodded after each person, the dish cool against
my hot, sweaty hands.
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Remember That Time?

I spent the morning dry-rubbing cumin, salt, and cayenne on raw racks of red, fleshy ribs.
Chopping firm mangoes, cucumbers, and sharp-smelling cilantro. The avocados, I realized, were
too firm and we’d had to get more. We couldn’t have a barbeque without guacamole. Everyone
was coming over: my mom, my sister, their husbands, my Tío, and my two small nieces, Mica
and Ale. A full house in this small apartment on Arizona Street. My grandma had run the small
house converted into a duplex when she was alive, and now my mom was doing it. Daniel, my
boyfriend, had moved in a month ago. He’d invited my family over and in preparation we’d
executed our well-choreographed cooking dance.
“Do you need something?” he asked.
“Nope,” I answered, chopping white onions for the guacamole, “Do you want to start the
fire?”
“Yeah, I need a big fire for all this food.” He opened his tanned arms wide.
As we prepped, unit by family unit arrived: my sister’s group, my mom’s, then finally my
Tío. We all stayed in the kitchen, around the table, around the food, pushing dishes against one
another. As each group arrived, they brought something with them, more beer, more food, more
ice. Guacamole, chile con queso, tostadas, pinwheels, mango-cilantro salsa, cheesy refried beans,
all tightly packed together waiting to scoop and dip them.
From outside, the smell of the grill drifted in as Daniel and I danced back and forth
between alternating trays of cooked kabobs and raw ribs, grilled asparagus with drumsticks. The
background to all the conversation and laughter: Amalia Mendoza’s station on Pandora.
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“Mom, Mom, Mom!” I called out over everyone’s chatter.
Mica and Ale ran up and down the small hallway, their steps echoing loudly on the old
wooden floors.
“Mama! Mica! Mama, don’t run!”
Di si encontraste en mi pasado. The music went through the house.
“Mom!”
“What, mija?” She finally turned to look at me.
“Don’t run! Go play in the living room!”
Pides cariño, pides olvido
“Do you need something to drink? Another coke?” I pointed at her half empty glass.
“I’d like another coke,” said Joe, her husband.
“With ice?”
Pero mucho corazón...
“Mommy, I need to go to the bathroom. Mommy, I need to go to the bathroom. Mommy,
I need to go to the bathroom.”
“Ask your Tanti.”
“Yes, please, mija.”
Una razón para quererme…
“Tanti, can I use your bathroom, please?”
“Yeah, mama, it’s in the hallway. Do you need help?”
Even though she swung her head from left to right, I walked her toward the bathroom.
“Do you want me to stay?”
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“No, Tanti,” she said, shaking her head again as she tugged at small buttons with her
three-year-old hands.
I smiled and closed the door. Little people with such attitude already. What would she be
like later? Like me? I turned, pausing outside the door wondering if I would come back to find a
small mummy wrapped in toilet paper with her pants down?
No necesito una razón Me sobra mucho, Pero mucho corazón...
The small hallway connected the living room to the kitchen but was dim and wide
enough for me to stand unseen and breathe for a moment to just listen to everything my family
was saying. It was a small moment of quiet, and I breathed deeply, inhaling the smell of grilling
meat and love.
“Ale, are you done, Mama?” I asked into the door just as she was pulling it open. She
looked up at me; her eyes taking up most of her face. “Yes, Tanti. I go to the bathroom myself
now. I do,” she said again, her head bobbing up and down.
I pressed my lips together and nodded back, my eyes wide and unblinking as hers. Just as
I was about to smile, she ran off to the living room. “Mica, that’s my toy!” I stepped toward the
inevitable argument and tears but changed my mind turned back toward the kitchen. My sister
could deal with them. I stifled a giggle as I heard, “Mommy! Ale took my toy.”
Payaso con careta de alegría…
“Is everyone okay? Do you guys need anything?”
“No, no, mija. Sit. You’ve been running back and forth.” My Tío patted the chair next to
him.
“How’ve you been, mija?”
“Good, Tío, busy, writing, work, you know?”
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“I almost thought I should wear a tie, since you invited me to Daniel’s house,” he said,
wiggling his eyebrows up and down.
“Ay, Tío.” I turned toward my mom and rolled my eyes.
“How are the stories about your Ita coming along?”
Soy un triste payaso…
“They’re coming,” I reached for a beer from the cooler, “But it’s hard deciding what to
write about, you know?”
“I have tons of stories about your Ita, mija, if you need any ideas. Sis, do you remember
when moms and I used to go to Juárez? She’d fall asleep on the way back, and I’d wake her so
she could say, ‘American,’” He crinkled his chin to his chest and slurred his words.
“Uh huh, you two would get plastered,” my mom said, nodding.
“Just them two? Huh?” Angie said bobbing her head on her shoulders just as Ale had
earlier. “I remember when you and Ita used to go out partying on New Year’s and bring me back
the little party favors.”
“Ay, Angelica, that’s because it was New Year’s.”
“Yeah, New Year’s.” My tío wiggled his eyebrows again.
“You and Ita used to go party a lot, too,” Angie said again chin jutting out past her body.
“I’m not writing about Ita and Mom going partying,” I said before Angie’s and my
mom’s heads met in the middle of the room like two rams.
“Oh,” Angie dipped a tostada in the refried beans, “What about when Salvador tried to
kill Ita?”
“Wait, who’s Salvador?” I asked, taking a sip of my Corona.
“Her second husband, after she’d divorced the donor,” my mom answered.
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I turned to Angie, eyebrows crinkled.
“Their dad,” Angie said.
“Why not just say Dad?” I asked, palm up in the air.
“Because he was just the donor.” My mom shook her head.
“I say my dad even if he wasn’t around,” I looked at her, eyes squinted.
“Anyway,” Tío interrupted, “your mom and I were just kids when Salvador tried to kill
moms,”
“Ita’s fatal attraction. He broke out of jail after he’d murdered a man, shot him in the
back of the head. Your Ita filed for divorce while he was in jail—”
“Mom, but wait, Ita was married to a guy who murdered someone?” I interrupted.
“When she first met him, he was a gentleman. He didn’t care that your Ita already had me
and your uncle. He even went to Mama Lupe, your great-grandma and asked for her hand. But he
was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, so jealous of the attention your Ita received. But my mom, she
was beautiful. When he went to jail, we moved around to small little apartments, and she
wouldn’t let us go outside. Your uncle and I were only 4 and 5, but your Tío was hell on wheels.
Salvador broke out of jail, and went to a pawn shop, asked to see a gun, stole it and the bullets.
Back then it wasn’t a big deal to ask for both. Somehow he found out where we lived.” she
paused and took a sip of her coke, “And he went after us. Your Ita saw him through the screen
door, and ran to close the main door, but he was a big guy. He pointed the gun at her, but it kept
slipping. The gun was too well oiled. He could have killed my mom. Somehow she ran out,
carrying me, pulling your uncle to the police outside, because by then they’d shown up. In the
cop car I was so scared I peed on my mom.”
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I stared at my mom, eyes wide, and tried to imagine her as a four year old clinging to her
mom while shots were fired at Salvador.
“They killed him in the shootout. He always told my mom, ‘Era de él o no era de nadien.
She was his or no ones’.” She nodded her head her eyes far.
“When I was making the family tree I found the newspaper article from the shootout,”
Angie added. “There’s a picture of my little Ita with rollers in her hair.”
“Your grandma, though, mija, she was tough woman,” my Tío said nodding his head,
“she didn’t take crap from no one. When I was little, some boys picked on me, and she taught me
how to fight. She told me, ‘Nunca busques pleito, pero no te dejes’ and no one picked me after
that.”
“Yeah, Ita did that with me, too,” I nodded, remembering when I learned to throw a
punch, my fist slapping against the palm of her hand.
“She worked hard, my mom, to support your uncle and me.” My mom nodded her eyes
still cloudy. “But I think she would have been happier if she’d been able to keep all of us.”
“Nine of us, right, sis?”
Daniel walked into the room, a tray full of glossy barbeque ribs, and the room fell silent.
He looked around, started to back up, then looked at the ribs in his hands.
“Anyone want ribs?” he asked.
I jumped up and grabbed the tray from him. “Thank you! We were wondering what was
taking so long,” I laughed and looked around the room.
“Yeah mijo,” my mom chimed in, “we thought you were eating all the ribs out there.”
We all started talking at once, laughing and asking what had happened to the music.
“Yeah, mijo did you go kill the cow?” Tío added.
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The girls ran into the kitchen from the living room. “Mommy, we’re hungry!”
Daniel looked at me, his dark brown eyes asking if everything was all right, and I
nodded. I held the tray out as everyone reached for a dark brown rib. We each found a chair and
nibbled, our mouths full of the darkened edges of the meat, crusted with seasoning,
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Dreaming Ita

Saturday morning I woke, sunlight streaming in through white plantation blinds, my eyes
sleep-crusted. I sat elbows resting on my knees, fingers pushing at the hair in my face,
swallowing at a lump as stubborn as I am lodged in my throat. The fading dream eased the ache
in my chest but like the light still shone through the cracks.
“Are you hungry?” Daniel’s deep voice interrupted my quiet.
I looked up. My boyfriend stood in the doorway, tall, bed-headed and waiting for an
answer. My mouth opened to tell him about the dream, but it kept me from forming words,
trapped them below the growing lump, and instead, I shook my head. His steps, retreating on the
wooden floor, echoed, and I exhaled, the breath finding its way around the unmoving curved
edges of my throat. I knew he’d still make enough breakfast for two. This would give me a
chance to piece the dream together and find the right words to explain a wound I didn’t even
understand.
My cat, Drew, meowed as I walked past her and the tangled gold comforter on the floor.
In the bathroom I locked the door and stood hands braced on the cold white porcelain. I exhaled,
long, from deep in my belly. Three years later and the dreams still came, some good, some bad.
Today’s had been good, but still a punch in the stomach unable to break apart the lump of guilt.
We found out my grandma died while at Humperdinck’s. My sister, Angie, my two-yearold niece Mica and I had just left the hairdresser. We sat waiting for the waitress to take our
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drink order as we contemplated the platinum streak I’d just put in my black hair. I looked like a
skunk we all agreed, when both our phones went off at the same time, a text from our mom,
“Call me 911.” We laughed and raced to get through first. I won. My mom answered, and I
listened trying to understand her over the clangs and bangs of the restaurant, Angie’s face
contracted in on itself filled with furrows and lines. Silent, I handed her the phone and gathered
my niece as Angie started to cry. We stood, the approaching waitress made an abrupt turn away
from our table as I handed Mica to my sister and grabbed at my blue messenger bag and her
paisley pink and yellow diaper bag. Outside, the bright afternoon sunshine seemed out of place
and I squinted stepping out, confused. Traffic zoomed layering louder and louder with each
passing car on the highway in front of us. A family walking in the door laughed, the noise of
their laughter peppered in. Mica cried her small body heaving with each breath, all added to the
confusion as I walked steps behind my sister. The light and noise co-mingled. The roar in my
ears increased with each car acceleration and the sunlight seemed to reflect off each fleck of
mica straight into my eyes, a mirror I couldn’t turn away from, like the time I tripped and
crashed my head against a concrete step at my Ita’s house. I looked left and right squinting hard
against the light.
“I just talked to her yesterday, and she sounded fine. She sounded fine.” Angie jerked
around to me, and Mica swung off her hip, “I just talked to her,” she said over and over to me. I
nodded. I hadn’t spoken to her in months.
“Shut up!” my sister yelled at Mica as she tried to put her in the car seat, but she only
wailed louder, face so red it seemed it would pop. I stood to the side of the car, holding my bag,
staring. Everything was moving too fast for me, and all I could do was, walk to Angie’s purple
van, get in, close the door, sit.
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I purchased plane tickets for my sister, my brother-in-law, and myself. We flew on two
different flights. One of Angie’s biggest fears was a plane crash in which we all died, leaving my
mom alone. Angie hates flying.
A friend took me to IHOP for breakfast before my flight. I attempted to eat, but the
memory of countless breakfasts spent with my grandma proved too much. The waitress set down
the eggs and bacon in front of me, but all I wanted were two eggs over medium, two corn
tortillas, and three slices of cheese, the way my grandma made them. She’d asked even though I
wanted the same thing every morning. Rocío Dúrcal sang through fuzzy speakers in the
background of the Saturday morning Jetson’s cartoon as I waited for my breakfast. Lunch and
dinner I helped, but for breakfast she let me watch TV as she sang and cooked my eggs in our
yellow kitchen. I ran out of the IHOP as my friend paid, if only I could have kept running. I
struggled to keep my tears back. I would cry later. I passed Love Field airport security and got on
the plane in a muted haze. People kept their distance from me, and I stared out at the world
through my heavily tinted sunglasses, a shield for the remainder of my voyage home to El Paso
The flight was the first time I had to think. I didn’t have anything to do but wait. I tried to
remember the last time we’d spoken—I’d bothered to call—the last time I had come home to
visit. I was always at work. I would call her later. I was tired. I was—and now there was no
excuse. I didn’t have to worry about making time. It had been made for me. I didn’t know then I
would end up staying home for two weeks, sorting through my grandma’s things because my
mom couldn’t, or that I’d find my childhood pencil box, filled with crayons, still in the
headboard cabinet of the side of the bed I’d slept on.
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I took a deep breath and relived the dream again, then shoved it down inside me with the
rest of them.
In the dream, I sat at dinner with friends laughing as my phone rang. When I looked at
the display screen it said, “Ita.” I swallowed and answered.
“Hello?”
“¿Cómo está la chavala?” Her voiced crackled with laughter.
“Who is this? It can’t be you, Ita. You’re dead.” I looked around as panic bubbled up
inside, threatening to drown me. My friends at the dinner table kept talking and laughing as I
looked around, and the colors of the restaurant began to blend together.
“No más te quiere decir, Prieta, que te quiero mucho, eh?” I just want to tell you that I
love a lot.
“Ita? Ita, is it you? How is this you?”
I woke up seconds later.
Now I stood barefoot in the bathroom, tears dropping from my flushed cheeks into the
sink as I willed my memory not to forget her words.
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Make-Up Stained

I hadn’t bothered to look at the check I’d signed when Nacho and I left Mesa Bar and
Grill. The server had insisted each time he’d brought another bottle that it was their best. I
giggled getting into the cobalt blue Camaro. Tomorrow their best would be my worst. The
leather scent of the car was still so fresh and new I could still smell it after three and half bottles
of Pinot Grigio. I kicked my heels off and tried to reach for the seat belt. I pulled, pulled again,
but each time I got the belt to my chest it stopped and jerked me back.
“You’re pulling too hard, dude,” Nacho said.
“What? No I’m not,” I said, as I pulled again, “See!” the belt stopped halfway across my
body.
Nacho sighed—he was my oldest friend, since the teen years when I was nothing more
than a grungy little tomboy, trying to skateboard with the guys, going to class stoned after lunch,
and scribbling Nirvana lyrics on everything I owned.
I stared at the seat belt in my hand, the metal reflecting the street lights in the dark car. I
saw the distorted half reflection of my red eyes and jumped when I felt his hand reach across to
buckle me in. I leaned back. He straightened my seat belt. The white van next to his car blocked
my view of Mesa Street, but I stared out anyway. My reflection, blurred and Dali like, made me
turn and look down at my bare feet.
“Do you want to go somewhere else? Or are you done?” he paused head cocked to the
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side, his hand resting on the gear stick, “I think you’re pretty done, dude.”
“I think we should go somewhere else,” I clapped my hands but then the thought of the
fast-approaching morning stopped me, “No, wait. I think you’re right. I think I’m done.” As if on
cue a hiccup escaped. A period to my sentence. “I fuckin’ hate the, uupp, hiccups. Can we get,
uupp, water before you take me home?”
“Sure, dude, sure,” he nodded his head. Since I’d gotten to El Paso from Dallas, he’d
agreed with all my ideas.
I leaned back and let the low rumble of the car rock me back and forth as I held my
breath. The street lights blurred and became connecting lines pointing away from anywhere but
here. I leaned farther back into the seat, and turned toward the window, the seat belt cradling my
face.
“Any preference on what we listen to?” he asked, pushing at his ipod.
“No, whatever you want,” I said, before gulping another big breath of air.
“You sure?”
I nodded, still trying to hold my breath.
When we stopped at a 7-11, I reached for my bag and tried to find money. Inside was a
jumble of Camel Silvers, Orbit gum, my debit card, and my phone. I tried to hand my card to
him and he shook his head.
“Dude, I said you were done. I got it.”
“But, I—”
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I stopped talking as he got out of the car. I leaned back, again. My hiccups gone. The
bright lights from the store burned my eyes and I blinked as they watered. I reclined the seat, put
my bare feet on the dashboard, and closed my eyes, trying to escape the burning feeling. I
swallowed the fire in my throat and kept my eyes closed even though I knew it wasn’t the lights
anymore. Clenching my jaw I tasted the dry stale flavor of wine and too many cigarettes. I
pushed my hair back tangling my fingers in it, and braced my elbows against my thighs. I didn’t
want this. I’d been trying to fight it, yet I could feel it rising from my stomach into my chest. The
pain from cleaning out the rooms of my grandma’s house.
My sister Angie and I had spent the day sorting my Ita’s life into piles: donate, sell, trash.
We’d thrown the make-up stained men’s underwear away today and it’d only brought the
memory of watching her wipe her face with them and Olay cold cream back as if it had just
happened. I’d hoped each gulp of wine I’d taken would dull the memory, but instead a sob
escaped just as the door opened. I snapped back against the chair.
“Did they have Smart Water?” I asked, putting my feet down.
Nacho stared at me as I grabbed the water from his hand. “Cool, thanks.”
I took a long deep swallow hoping he’d stop staring at me. But we’d been friends for too
long for him not to notice the watery look in my eyes. Now, I sat in his car trying to fool him by
taking deep swallows of water even though I was already drowning.
“What? I’m fine,” I said putting the bottle in the cup holder. I couldn’t meet his eyes the
sting from moments ago hadn’t faded. I reached for his Ipod and scrolled through the playlists.
He gave up and turned the key in the ignition.
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“Here I don’t know what to play.” I handed it back to him. “Hey, can we go to the park?”
“Really?” He paused without looking at me, Ipod in his hand.
“I mean we don’t have to that’s cool.” I shrugged. “Let’s just go home.”
I grabbed the water bottle and sat back, each drink I took an attempt to cleanse my mouth
with the cool, clean flavor. I looked out the window again.
“Ok, we’ll go to the park.”
I kept staring out the window pretending not to hear him sigh again.
“How about some G&R?” he asked.
I nodded, leaned back again, and put my feet back on the dashboard. The bass from the
song started and we both sang loud and out of tune.
Welcome to the jungle! To the jungle…
I sat up and jerked my head up and down, dark hair flying into my face. Everything was
spinning, but I didn’t care. For the first time in days I couldn’t hear myself think. I sang louder
and louder. He kept driving even after we reached Madeline Park. He kept looping around and
driving through the quiet hilly Kern Place neighborhood. Inside we sang. When the song finished
we looked up at each other and grinned. Big toothy smiles, I laughed, and bounced in the seat,
the seat belt restraining me.
“Again?” he asked.
“Yeah, can we?” I said, out of breath.
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This time he picked Journey.
Just a small town girl, living in a lonely world…
I started singing, but without the heavy bass reverberating through my body it didn’t feel
as good. I couldn’t yell as loud. He kept singing, so did I, but I felt the clenching of my stomach
coming back and working its way up my chest. I looked at him and yelled.
“I just have to let it out.”
He stared at me, mouth left open, mid-belting out. I turned the knob on the radio to the
loudest and unbuckled my seat belt. I rolled down the window, the cool breeze of the September
night against my face, and closed my eyes not caring. It was too hard. I leaned out of the window
as far as the door would let me and I started singing along, loud.
I pushed up along the open frame and my arm slipped. He grabbed at my left arm and I
shook my head without saying anything. Nacho looked at me and hung on, looking back and
forth between the winding street and me. I shook my head again and reached out. I pulled myself
out of the window and sat on the window frame. I drummed my hands on the roof and laughed
loud, the wind swallowing it. I’d managed to do it. He grabbed my left calf with his hand and I
tried to hook my right foot underneath the seat.
The air was cold and it whipped my hair into my face and my mouth. I leaned back as far
as I could feeling as if I was about to fall, my arms splayed out at my sides, and moved them as if
I was conducting an orchestra. I heard the song and the wind as he drove. I felt free and I looked
into the inky sky above us and laughed. My body shuddered so hard the tears finally came. The
sting hurt my eyes and the wind dried them before they escaped. For days I’d been holding it in.
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I’d tried not to cry as my family and I organized everything necessary for her funeral—
answering the ringing phone in my childhood home while we cleaned it out and swallowing each
tear down until each one was a pebble settled deep in my belly—but I was too full to be strong. I
held the tears in because everyone else needed to cry. For days since I’d gotten the call that she’d
died in her sleep I hadn’t cried. I’d booked a flight and had seen the faces of those around me
crumble, but aside from escaped sobs I’d swallowed everything, my body growing bigger and
bigger.
And now as I stared out into the dark sky where I could finally see stars, and feel cool air,
I opened my mouth and screamed. The sound lost as the air tried to force the sound back down
into me, but I fought back. I screamed even as my mouth dried and my lips stuck to my teeth. I
screamed through the tears on my face and closed my eyes to let the salty wetness escape. My
throat burned for a different reason now. The night air pushed me further and further until I had
nothing but the empty feeling I’d been shrouding from myself.
But still he drove and I screamed for all the memories we’d separated into piles today and
for the make-up stained underwear I’d wanted to keep, but let fall from my hand into the large
black trash bag. I tried to hear the words to the song I’d loved so much as a child, “Yo ya me voy,
a la tierra donde nacido, par a ver si así…” but they were just beyond my reach and I couldn’t
remember the rest of the words.
I saw my grandma’s petite figure making me breakfast in her small yellow kitchen while
my mom worked endless hours and saw her singing the song I couldn’t remember the words to
now, as we sat at the bar with empty drinks in front of her and a basket of fries in front of me at
The Tap. I’d never really understood all the songs she sang as a child, but as these memories
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enveloped me and I let myself miss her for the first time, I understood. The burning feeling in her
songs was the same one I had in my chest now.
My screams faded. I could only sob. I leaned against the cool roof of the car, my skin hot,
and cried with my whole body. It was okay because only the night could see me.
We drove a little longer until I couldn’t cry anymore. Nacho pulled on my leg. I knew it
was time to go in. I slid back into the warmth and leather smell of the car as he pulled over at the
park. I looked down at my hands and tried to wipe at the mingled tears and saliva. He handed me
a napkin, silent. The gesture made me sob again, and I curled into myself drawing my knees into
my stomach. I cried into them covering my face before I felt his hand on my back. The warmth
went through my thin blouse and I remembered where I was. I felt the curve of the leather seat
against my back and the warm air from the vents against my cold skin. I took a deep breath, sat
back, and blotted my face with the napkin. I stared out into the dimly lit green grass of the park.
“Can you take me home, please?” I asked, without turning my head.
I heard the movement of clothes scratching in the now quiet car. He began to reach across
me for the seat belt.
“I got it,” I said, leaning forward. He pulled his has away as if I yelled. “I’m sorry. I
mean I can do it now.”
“Are you sure?” he asked.
I nodded, pulled on the belt, fastened it, sat back, and closed my eyes against the night.
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My mom, Ita, and Tío in the mid ‘60’s

130

Works Cited
Auster, Paul. The Book of Illusions: A Novel. New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2002. Print.
Cisneros, Sandra. Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories. New York: Vintage Books, 1992.
Print.
Erdrich, Louise. Love Medicine. Newly revised ed. New York: Harper Perennial, 2009. Print.
Flynn, Nick. Another Bullshit Night in Suck City: A Memoir. New York: W.W. Norton & Co.,
2005. Print.
Gutkind, Lee, and Hattie Fletcher Buck. Keep it Real: Everything You Need to Know About
Researching and Writing Creative Nonfiction. New York, N.Y.: W.W. Norton & Co.,
2009. Print.
Jung, Carl Gustav. ""Psychology and Literature"." The Anatomy of Memory: An Anthology. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996. 147 -162. Print.
Livingston, Sonja. Ghostbread. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009. Print.
Miller, Brenda, and Suzanne Paola. Tell it Slant: Creating, Refining, and Publishing Creative
nonfiction. 2nd ed. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2012. Print.
Moore, Dinty W.. "What Makes Nonfiction Creative." The Truth of the Matter: Art and Craft in
Creative Nonfiction. New York: Pearson/Longman, 2007. 8-18. Print.
Morrison, Toni. "Memory, Creation, Writing." The Anatomy of Memory: An Anthology. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996. 212-218. Print.
"Quotes About Writing (4259 quotes)." Share Book Recommendations With Your Friends, Join
Book Clubs, Answer Trivia. N.p., n.d. Web. 23 Apr. 2013.
<http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/writing>.
Root, Robert L.. The Fourth Genre: Contemporary Writers of/on Creative Nonfiction. 3rd ed.

131

New York: Longman, 2005. Print.
Root, Robert L.. The Nonfictionist's Guide: On Reading and Writing Creative Nonfiction.
Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008. Print.
Sikelianos, Eleni. The Book of Jon: A Memoir. San Francisco (Calif.): City lights, 2004. Print.
Williford, Lex, and Michael Martone. The Scribner Anthology of Contemporary Short Fiction:
fifty North American stories since 1970. New York: Scribner Paperback Fiction, 1999.
Print.
Williford, Lex, and Michael Martone. Touchstone Anthology of Contemporary Creative
Nonfiction: work from 1970 to the present. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007. Print.

132

Curriculum Vita

Yasmin Ramirez is a native El Pasoan. She attended the University of North Texas,
located in Denton, where she earned her BA degree in Psychology. Before undertaking her
graduate education, she decided to join the corporate rat race at Nordstrom during which she
pursued her heart’s desire of writing short stories. After her short story, “Six,” was published in
the North Texas Review in 2009, she decided to pursue her long-term goals and enrolled in
graduate studies at The University of Texas at El Paso in 2010. Currently, she is pursuing her
MFA, writes a blog, And Then, and is active in the literary community.
Her publications include:


"Six" The North Texas Review, 2009: 1726



"The Pink Shoes" BorderSenses, Summer 2011, Vol. 17, 14-16



"Drum Beats" cc&d Magazine, June 2012, Volume 233, 69 -71



“Coral Hearts” Rio Grande Review, January 2013 Online Exclusives.
http://academics.utep.edu/Default.aspx?tabid=73125.

Permanent Address:

11124 Childress Ave.
El Paso, TX 79936

133

